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Superiority of Human Life 


he duty of a religion is to guide hu- 
Trans to uphold certain noble prin- 

ciples in order to lead a peaceful life 
and to maintain human dignity. Otherwise it 
would be impossible for us to claim. su- 
periority as humans, for we would be 
relegated to the level of other living beings 
whose only purpose is to obtain food, shelter 
and sex. If human beings too spend their 
lives only to satisfy these basic primal needs, 
then there would be nothing much to show 
for ourselves as humans. Humans have 
transcended mere survival and are capable of 
seeking self actualization. 

In Buddhism we call this Dharma. Other 
living beings cannot realize this Dharma 
because human intelligence is superior to 
that of all the other living beings in the 
universe. Only the human mind can appre- 
ciate the Dharma. It is significant to note that 
humans are the only living beings in this 
universe who can conceive a system as 
complex as religion. Even devas» and 
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brahmas have no particular religion. 

Although we worship devas or brahmas 
and do some offerings in their name, we 
must realise that our human intelligence is 
superior to theirs. That is why a deva or a 
brahma cannot become a Buddha. Only a 
human being can attain supreme enlighten- 
ment because only he has the capability to 
develop his intelligence to the highest level. 

Given this intelligence man tries to 
understand the nature of his existence and to 
formulate an orderly code of conduct which 
will make him noble and worthy of respect. 
Thinkers among men past and present have 
pondered deeply on three existential ques- 
tions: “Who am fF?“ “What am | doing here?" 
“Am | needed?". The answers to these ques- 
tions provide the basis for him to lead a 
meaningful existence. We call these the 
principles of life. 

What are the basic human principles? To 
answer this question, we must first ask 
ourselves what is the meaning of the term 
‘human’. The Pali and Sanskrit languages use 
the word “manussa” or “manusya” when 
referring to humans. It is a very meaningful 
word. Incidentally, the English word “Man” is 
derived from the Sanskrit word “manu” 
meaning “to think’. 
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Humans are the only living beings who 
can cultivate and develop the mind to its 
maximum level. Such a living being is called 
manussa (human). The word “man” is also 
derived from the word mana meaning mind. 
Thus one who has a mind to think is called 
man. With his superior intelligence, man has 
only to direct and channel his desires and he 
can make his life to be what he.chooses. (Of 
course when we refer to “man”, here we are 
thinking of all humans, men and women. 
There is no need to think that women are in 
any way inferior to men either intellectually 
or spiritually or morally). 

The Chinese definition of human is “one 
with a heart disposed to kindness”. In the 
human heart, there must be sympathy and 
honesty. If these two qualities are absent, 
then one is not regarded as a real human 
being. Western philosophers define “hu- 
mans” as those who can use their sense of 
reasoning. Humans are the only beings who 
are rational in their behaviour. Other living 
beings use only their instinct to ensure their 
survival, pleasure and protection. When the 
mind is cultivated by abstaining from evil 
thoughts and developing the great virtues, 
one can gain this tranquillity which leads to 
the purity of the mind. 
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The Nature of The Human Mind 


The human mind can penetrate and analyse 
elements or world systems in the entire 
universe. Mind consists of fleeting mental 
states which constantly arise and subside 
with lightning rapidity. It is a powerful form 
of energy. There is in fact no energy that we 
can compare with the human mind. The mind 
is the forerunner of all things; mind is 
supreme and all things have their origin in 
the mind. The Buddha has said, “I know of no 
dynamic energy, other than the human mind, 
which can run so rapidly”. For instance, those 
who have studied science will readily 
understand the nature of the atom. An atom 
changes a few million times within a single 
second. 


In Buddhist psychology, we are told that 
when the human mind changes 17 times, the 
physical body changes but once. Atoms and 
the elements. also operate on the same 
principle. Those who studied biology can 
understand that the cells and everything in 
our body undergoes change over time. Our 
mental energy appears and disappears a 
thousand times faster than lightning. Such is 
the nature of the mind. 


Besides this, the mind is responsible for 
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everything that happens in the world. The 
Buddha says, “Mind is responsible for 
everything, good or bad, that exists in this 
whole universe”. There is a saying “As you 
think, so you become. All that we are is the 
result of what we have thought”. 

It is due to our deluded imagination, that 
we blame God, ghosts and devils for our 
problems. Some people even believe that 
our suffering today is the result of some 
‘original’ sin which was committed by an 
archetypal ancestor. Then what about 
animals? They too suffer from sickness, grow 
old and die. Do they also suffer as a result of 
their original sin? Plants also suffer from 
sickness, aging and death. Are they also 
faced with these problems due to their 
original sin? 

No one can control the mind of another. 
but if one develops one’s own mind, then one 
can wield enormous influence over others, 
for good as well as evil purposes. The 
development of scientific knowledge could 
be misused or abused by certain people for 
selfish purposes. On the other hand, the 
mind can be controlled and used to 
appreciate and understand the Dharma or 
the workings of the Cosmos. 

By developing the mind, men and women 
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for example have discovered the force within 
an atom and they have used this knowledge 
to do a lot of constructive work for the benefit 
of mankind. But conversely, in the process 
they also invented nuclear weapons which 
could destroy the entire world! If mind is not 
controlled or trained properly, the dangers 
that may follow will indeed be unimaginable. 
One example that springs to mind is Hitler 
who used his great intelligence for evil 
purposes. 


Almost all other living beings are slowly 
becoming extinct because of the selfish 
desire of human beings arising from minds 
which are not trained properly. They pollute 
water and air and destroy the environment 
saying that they are developing it, while in 
fact they are bent on destruction. We must 
admit that other living beings do not destroy 
anything to the extent that human beings do. 


Three Natures in Human Life 


As human beings, we have three charac- 
teristics or natures, namely animal nature, 
human nature and divine nature. We do not 
have to wait for rebirth in a heaven or hell to 
experience this. Animals have limited power 
of reasoning but by using our intelligence, we 
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humans can subdue or control our animal 
nature and by doing so, we cultivate our 
human nature and even discover the divine 
nature in us. 

Animals have no means to control their 
animalistic nature because they are moti- 
vated almost solely by instinct. But as human 
beings, using our minds to analyse and 
reason, we have realised that certain things 
are moral or immoral, that certain things are 
wicked and dangerous, and that certain 
things are good and useful not only for 
ourselves but also for others as well. That is 
why humans are placed on a higher level 
than other creatures. By subduing our animal 
nature, and by developing love and com- 
passion, we develop patience, tolerance, 
understanding, unity, harmony and goodwill. 
These are humane qualities. 

The primary purpose of religion is to 
foster and nurture these qualities. However, 
we must realize that some of these qualities 
are inherent in us. We had in fact developed 
some of these sterling qualities even before 
religions came into existence. The human 
mind is so advanced that it could very easily 
be developed to experience heavenly bliss. 
Other living beings cannot do this: The 
human mind is a very complex mechanism. 
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It can create the worst kinds of hell. Unlike 
other creatures which kill for defence or food, 
the mind can make humans kill for greed, 
jealousy and even for “fun”. And yet he 
can never be satisfied. As soon as he has 
satisfied one lust, he immediately craves for 
something else. As a result, he is constantly 
unhappy. 


Mahatma Gandhi said; “The world has 
enough for every one’s needs, but never even 
enough for even one man's greed”. Human 
beings are fighting among themselves 
because of that extraordinary craving for 
more power, more authority as well as more 
pleasure. 


Four Kinds of Religion 


There are four kinds of religion in this world 
namely, Natural, Organised, Revealed and 
Institutionalised religions. 


(1) Natural religion. 
In prehistoric times, primitive man lived 
in fear because he was surrounded by 
the mysteries of unexplained natural 
phenomena. Primitive man naturally 
feared what he could not understand. 
Fear comes to those who are not able to 
comprehend the laws of nature. Fears are 
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nothing more than states of the mind. 
When early man could not understand 
the nature and reality of natural pheno- 
mena and other natural occurrences, he 
developed a belief that there is indeed 
some sort of divine or supernatural 
power behind these inexplicable occur- 
rences such as the seasons, eclipses, 
lightning, thunder, rain, the rainbow, 
volcanic eruptions, flood, drought and 
various other mysterious occurrences. 
He thought they were the work of 
powerful supernatural forces which he 
had to placate so that they would help 
him to lead a peaceful life. Accordingly 
he began to worship them and enlist 
their aid to:ensure his survival and his 
power over others. Over time these 
practices and beliefs were organized into 
formal ritual and prayer, giving rise to 
what we call “natural religion”. 
(2) Organised religion. 

Before religions came into existence, 
human beings had humanistic concepts 
but there was no “religion” as such. 
Through the development of their in- 
herent humane qualities and virtues, 
they organised certain practices and 
according to their way of thinking 
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developed a code of behaviour to govern 
the society in which they lived. The 
primal, instinctual forces of shame and 
fear(hiri and ottappa) were the guiding 
factors which shaped their conduct 
regarding themselves and others. The 
resultant moral codes and_ beliefs 
eventually developed into religion. 

(3) Revealed Religion. 
It originates from a message given by a 
Supreme Deity through a messenger or 
prophet in the form of commandments 
or religious laws. The followers strongly 
believe that the divine message as 
revealed to them is the basis of their 
conduct in spiritual and social matters. 

(4) Institutionalised religion. 
In other societies, humans introduced a 
religious way of life by developing 
psychology, philosophy, morals and 
ethics in an orderly manner. In order to 
maintain order and good conduct, they 
introduced regulations to cultivate hu- 
mane qualities, to live peacefully and 
solve the numerous problems, calamities 
and disturbances that confront them in 
this world. These were later formalized, 
given a spiritual basis and became 
institutionalized. 
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A well-known Buddhist scholar Bhikkhu 
Buddhadasa classifies religion in the 
following manner: 


Religion of Miraculous Power and 
Magic based on fear on the part of its 
followers. 


Religion of Faith — merely based on 
Faith and Prayer. 


Religion of Karma — based on the 
self-help principle. 


Religion of Wisdom — based on free 
thinking (reasoning). 


Religion of Peace — based on non- 
harming oneself as well as others. 


Religion of Loving Kindness or ‘Love’ 
-— based on giving up all and 
everything (for others) etc. 


Definition of 


Buddhism and the Dharma 


Buddhism however does not belong to any 
one of these four groups. In fact, although we 
do use the word religion when referring to 
Buddhism we find it difficult to classify 
Buddhism as a religion according to the 
meaning of the word as given in the 
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dictionary*. The most appropriate word 
that could be used to meaningfully express 
the teachings of the Buddha is “Dharma”. In 
common usage and for convenience we have 
to use the word “religion”, but “Dharma” is 
indeed very appropriate because it covers a 
lot more than is conveyed by the word 
“religion”. 

“O bhikkhus, the Dharma and the 
precepts taught by the Buddha send forth 
a clear light. Never are they observed in 
secrecy”. They are as clear and evident “as 
the sun-disk or the moon-disk”. Furthermore, 
“Regarding the Dharma taught by the 
Buddha, there exists no closed fist of the 
teacher”. This means that the Buddha as a 
teacher kept no secrets in his teaching. 
Accordingly there are no secrets or mysteries 
in Buddhism which must be accepted 
unquestioningly by a follower on the basis of 
blind faith. 

The Dharma is the Ultimate Truth taught 
by the Buddha. It is a noble way of life which 
always supports and upholds us without 
allowing us to descend into other states of 





* For example, the Oxford Dictionary defines religion 
thus: “System of Faith and Worship; human 
recognition of superhuman controlling power and 
esp. of a personal God entitled to obedience ...” 
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sufferings such as hell, the animal and spirit 
world, as devils or as other unfortunate 
living beings. So if we follow the Dharma, the 
Dharma will hold and support us steadfastly 
without allowing us to suffer in such 
unfortunate states. That is the definition of 
the word Dharma in Buddhism. As Buddhism 
is not a revealed religion, the Buddha did not 
get any divine message from heaven for he 
never had any teacher to teach him how 
to gain his enlightenment. What he did 
was to use his full effort, eradicating all 
evil thoughts, words and actions, and by 
cultivating all the great qualities, by purifying 
his mind, he finally attained such purity 
and clarity of mind that he understood 
completely the workings of every aspect of 
the Universe. We call this Enlightenment. 

Buddhism is the result of the effort of a 
great man who sacrificed his life and his time 
in search of the Absolute Truth. We must 
define what we mean by Absolute Truth 
because many people claim to know the 
truth. But there is little agreement among ~ 
them. What do Buddhists mean by this term? 
We know that there are many kinds of truths 
but that not all can be categorized as 
absolute truths. 

Some truths may be relevant for a certain 
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period, but sooner or later, because of 
changes in circumstances they do not remain 
as truths. Truth as realised and preached by 
the Buddha is the Absolute Truth, because 
there is nobody in this world who can 
challenge the verity of even one word uttered 
by him using even the methods of scientific 
analysis. It isthe absolute truth because it is 
eternal and cannot change according to time 
or circumstances. Many other beliefs which 
were regarded as truths in the past have had 
to be modified according to new knowledge 
gained by the advances of science. 

The Buddha's teaching alone however 
cannot only be challenged, but is in fact 
supported by the new discoveries of science. 
The moral values taught by the Buddha 
on the basis of the Absolute Truth also 
remain valid in spite of the developments 
of civilization. Buddhists do not have to 
redefine their position with regard to such 
topics as: 

e EUTHANASIA, 

e MERCY KILLING, 

e BIRTH CONTROL, 

e PRE-MARITAL SEX, 

e ANIMAL RIGHTS, 


¢ THE ENVIRONMENT and so on. 
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Why Religion is Needed 


Generally speaking we must agree that all 
religions have achieved some degree of 
good, although according to some thinkers 
like Bertrand Russell religion has done more 
harm than good to mankind. On jealousy, 
hatred and discrimination as explained by 
different religionists, he says “Those who 
have no religion live peacefully without 
fighting and quarrelling. Those who have a 
religion however often fight because of their 
different religious beliefs”. But not all will 
agree with him. 


Every great religion whether it is 
Christianity, Buddhism, Islam or Hinduism 
has in fact done some service to humanity. If 
human beings could have behaved badly in 
spite of having a religion, then what would 
have been the position of mankind if there 
had been no religion at all for them to 
believe in? If for instance all the Govern- 
ments of the world were to announce that 
there would be no law enforcement for 
twenty four hours it is quite conceivable that 
this period will be more than enough to 
destroy entire nations! Needless to say the 
situation will be further aggravated if there 
were no religion at all to deter mankind. The 
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point of course is that we cannot blame 
religion for man’s behaviour. 


We must add here that there are some 
highly developed people who are good by 
nature and who do not need the control 
imposed by religious people. The Buddha 
has said that religious teaching must only be 
regarded as a raft to help one reach the 
farther shore. Once one has reached a high 
level of spiritual development one requires 
no guidance: one becomes naturally moral. 
The majority of us however need the raft, that 
is religious principles to help us become 
morally and spiritually perfect. 


Religious Principles 
are Important 


As human beings, we have a responsibility to 
uphold certain good principles for our own 
benefit as well as for others. This makes good 
sense because when we observe the pre- 
cepts, we also protect others. So long as we 
are not perfect, if we like to have good 
neighbours, we must ensure that we have a 
strong fence, or else it will lead to 
arguments, disturbances and misunder- 
standing. When we erect a good fence or 
wall, we not only protect our house and our 
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family, we would at the same time, protect 
the houses of our neighbours as well. So 
observing precepts is exactly like this. When 
we decide not to kill or harm others, then 
we allow others to live peacefully without 
fear. That is the highest contribution that we 
could render to others. We should stop 
swindling and cheating others so that they 
can live peacefully without fear and 
suspicion. If we know how to fulfil our 
duties and responsibilities, we uphold our 
human dignity and intelligence. Naturally, by 
doing so, we maintain peace, harmony and 
calmness in our life. 

But as Robert Frost says in his lovely 
poem “Mending Wall”, if we are good by 
nature and our neighbours are good by 
nature, then fences become redundant. 
Some so called primitive societies in the past 
did actually live such ideal lives. But as far 
as we are concerned especially in urban 
societies, we need the fences of religions to 
protect ourselves and others. 

To do this we observe religious precepts 
(sila). Sila means discipline to train the mind. 
We train ourselves by observing some 
religious principles, knowing the dangers of 
violating them. There is a difference between 
Buddhist precepts and the commandments 
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and religious laws of other faiths. Many 
people follow their religious obligations due 
to the dread of punishment. It is quite 
possible that without the threat of hell-fire 
many people would not take their religious 
laws seriously. 

There is a two pronged approach to the 
observance -of sila or precepts. When we 
refrain from killing by knowing the cruelty 
and suffering that will be inflicted on other 
beings, it is Varitta Sila. Not to do evil 
(Avoidance/Refraining). At the same time, 
when we develop kindness, sympathy and 
harmony, that is called Caritta Sila: To do 
good (Positive Performance). We have to 
cultivate both these negative and positive 
aspects of virtue. 

If there is no punishment, people will 
take the liberty to commit wicked things 
without showing any mercy. In Buddhism, 
the observance of sila or precepts means: “I 
train my mind not to do certain harmful 
things, not because of God or fear of his 
punishment, but understanding that they are 
wrong. | do not fear punishment or expect 
reward, but I do good for its own sake, 
because it results in the well-being of others 
and “myself”. 

The Buddha said “I advise you according 
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to my own experience. It is not a divine 
message given to me. | have done some bad 
deeds during my previous births and | can 
remember how | had to suffer as a result of 
such misdeeds. That is why I am telling you it 
is better not to do bad things so as to avoid 
sufferings. | have on the other hand done a 
lot of good or meritorious deeds during my 
previous life and hence | can understand 
what a wonderful, peaceful, prosperous life | 
experienced because of the good deeds. So | 
advise you also to do some good deeds, so 
that you too could experience similar good 
results”. If you wish to know more about this 
subject read the Jataka Stories which record 
the experiences of the Buddha in his 
previous lives. 

In Buddhism, we cannot find command- 
ments, dogmas, religious laws or threats of 
religious punishment. Religion is not meant 
to punish but to advise people what to do 
and what not to do. If you have committed 
any evil deed, you will have to face the 
consequences. It is not that the Buddha or 
the religion will punish you. Your own action 
creates your own heaven and hell. Another 
person cannot do that for you. 

As | said earlier, even primitive man had 
a natural sense of moral behaviour and he 
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could distinguish right from wrong. But as 
societies developed, this natural sense had 
to be translated into codes of behaviour to 
maintain law and order. To ensure that they 
would be followed, the leaders represented 
them as being divinely sanctioned with 
eternal rewards or punishments. The end 
result was of course that people were 
controlled and managed to perform in a 
socially acceptable manner. In this way we 
can argue that religion did to some extent do 
some service to humanity. 


Benefits of Contentment 


One day a King approached the Buddha and 
asked a question. “When I look at your 
disciples I can see serenity, cheerfulness and 
a very radiant complexion in them. I have 
also heard that they take only one meal a 
day, but I really cannot understand how they 
maintain this lifestyle’. The Buddha gave a 
beautiful answer. “My disciples do not regret 
what they might have done in the past but to 
continue to do more and more meritorious 
deeds. It is not by repenting, praying and 
worshipping but by doing some service to 
others that people can overcome the 
mistakes that they might have done in the 
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past. My disciples never worry about their 
future. They are satisfied with whatever they 
receive, and thereby maintain contentment. 
They would never say that this or that is not 
enough for them. That is their way of life. 
Therefore they are able to maintain a state 
of serenity, cheerfulness and a good com- 
plexion as a result of that contentment”. 

Anyone too can try to. maintain this 
cheerfulness by being contented. Should 
anybody ask why we cannot be satisfied in 
our lives although we have more than 
enough things, what would be the correct 
answer? 

The correct answer to give is: “Because 
we have no contentment”. If there is indeed 
contentment, we would never say that we are 
not satisfied with this or that. We cannot 
satisfy ourselves due to conflict between our 
insatiable selfish desire and the law of 
impermanence (anicca). 

One of the best advices given by the 
Buddha for us to practise as a principle is 
“Contentment is the highest wealth’. A 
wealthy man is not necessarily a rich man. A 
wealthy man is in perpetual fear of his life. 
He is always in a state of suspicion and fear ~ 
thinking people are waiting to harm or 
swindle him. A wealthy man cannot go out 
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without a security guard, and in spite of the 
many iron gates and locks there are in his 
house, he cannot sleep without fear and 
worry. 

In comparison, a contented man is 
indeed a very lucky man because his mind is 
free from all those disturbances. He indeed is 
rich. What then is contentment? When a 
person thinks “This much iseenough for me 
and for my family and | do not want anything 
beyond that”, then that is contentment. If 
everybody could think in this way, then there 
cannot be any problems. When we maintain 
this contentment, jealousy can never cloud 
our mind and thereby we allow others also to 
enjoy their lives. If there is no jealousy, anger 
also cannot arise. If there is no anger, there ~ 
will be no violence and bloodshed and 
everybody can then live peacefully. 

A contented life always gives one hope 
and confidence. This is not idealistic. For 
more than twenty five centuries men and 
women in the community of Buddhists 
monks. and nuns have lived such peaceful 
lives. And many Buddhist householders too 
have lived contentedly not allowing their 
greed to overtake their basic needs.» It is 
surprising how little we really need to be 
contented. Think about it. 
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Because of selfish desire we like to lead a 
perpetual permanent, peaceful and pros- 
perous life notwithstanding the fact that 
things that which appear before us are all 
impermanent. So our selfish desires cannot 
ever be satisfied because everything is im- 
permanent. Change is a universal constant. 
Nothing remains static, and. we are con- 
demned to grasp at things which forever 
remain beyond our reach — because we, and 
the things change the moment they are 
touched. 


But regardless of such changes, goaded 
by delusion, and selfish desires we des- 
perately hope for an unchangeable life. 


One day the Buddha advised Ananda, “If 
anybody should ask the question as to why 
death takes place, you will have to tell them 
that death takes place because of birth. If 
there is no birth then there is no death. If you 
try to prevent death by force, then you do not 
understand the nature. You are in fact going 
against the laws of nature’. 

People generally are happy with birth but 
have an intense fear of decay and death. If 
there is no birth then there will be no death. 
The setting sun in one country becomes the 
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rising sun in another country. So a setting 
sun is not the end of the sun. In the same 
manner, death itself is not the end ofa life for 
death in fact is the beginning of another life. 
Birth then is the beginning of death*. Death 
is the beginning of a life. Birth brings the 
death certificate. So if we want to avoid 
death, we must prevent birth. 


Therefore we must be wise not to repeat 
our follies and prepare ourselves not to 
suffer again. 

Through observation and study we 
understand why there is so much injustice 
and inequality in the world. We begin to see 
that it is not the work of a whimsical creator 
but the working of our own good or bad 
action (karma) in the past. We can even 
observe the good or evil effects of our actions 
in this very life: good begets good, evil 
begets evil. 


Buddhism for Worldly People 


Worldly life is indeed very troublesome. It is 
therefore not so easy for laymen to practise a 
religious way of life. If they try to be religious 





* Read the booklet: Life is uncertain — Death is 
certain. 
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by changing their habits then that can 
become a nuisance to others who live in their 
midst. Their family members and friends 
may not appreciate their new way of life. 
However if they change their ways gradually 
others will have a chance to adapt to them 
and make adjustments. 

On the other hand, one can also become 
religious without disturbing others by 
cultivating loving-kindness, honesty, pa- 
tience, tolerance, unity, harmony. and 
understanding. However, these good qua- 
lities. can also create disturbances when 
others take the advantage for their own 
benefit. It is really not necessary to go to 
extremes to renounce everything. Just lead a 
normal life. 

The Buddha introduced this practical 
religious way of life for lay-people and 
householders according to their worldly 
demands. Without renunciation, lay people 
should not try to emulate the way of life of 
monks and nuns. Similarly, monks also 
should not follow lay peoples’ way. of life. 
Today, some of them have mixed up many of 
these methods. 

By recognizing the difficulties they have 
to face in discharging their duties, responsi- 
bilities, commitments and obligations which 
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they have to fulfil in order to support. their 
families, people have to do certain things. 
The Buddha said they can maintain four 
kinds of happiness by earning and investing; 
experiencing worldly pleasures in a reason- 
able way from income righteously earned; by 
avoiding indebtedness through proper 
management of their income and expen- 
diture, and by leading a righteous life. When 
people come to realise that they have not 
done any harm to anybody, then they need 
not have any guilty feeling. This blissful 
feeling is indeed the most remarkable 
happiness one can experience. All the other 
kinds of gross happiness will disappear from 
the mind. 

This happy state that they maintain and 
retain in the mind will remain until their 
death and support them to have a better 
rebirth because they will depart from this 
world without having any form of confusion 
in their mind. This is the way people have to 
adjust their way of life if they want to lead a 
meaningful worldly life. Apart from the 
majority of householders a few men and 
women decide to voluntarily renounce the 
worldly life altogether and resort to the life of 
a monk or nun. Such people find happiness 
and peace of a different sort. 
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Open-mindedness in Buddhism 


Upali, a very wealthy follower of another 
religion, once came to see the Buddha saying 
that he wanted to become his disciple. The 
Buddha asked “Why do you want to become 
my follower?” Upali replied “People say that 
your teachings are wonderful”. Buddha then 
asked, “Have you heard any of my teachings?” 
When Upali replied in the negative, Buddha's 
next question was, “Then how do you know 
whether you can practise my teaching or not? 
That is not the way for a man to change his 
religion. One must study and try to under- 
stand the teaching before one is convinced”. 


Then Upali, became even more 
determined to follow the Buddha and said, 
“Venerable Sir, | think this advice of yours is 
more than enough for me to understand the 
nature of your real teaching. If I had 
approached another religious leader, he 
would at once have accepted me and would 
have announced that so and so had also 
become a follower of his religion. But instead 
Sir, you advised me to study and consider 
whether to accept your teaching or not”. 

When the Buddha wanted to give a 
sermon, he did not conduct it just like giving 
a public talk. He would first study the minds 
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and understanding capacity of his listeners 
and advise them according to their mental 
capability so that they could grasp his 
teaching easily. 


How to see the Buddha 


One of the disciples of Buddha named 
Vakkali had a regular habit everyday of gazing 
upon the Buddha's person. The Buddha 
having noticed this, asked him, “What are 
you doing here? Vakkali’s reply was, 
“Venerable Sir, when I look at the serene 
features and good complexion of your body, 
that itself gives me a lot of satisfaction”. The 
Buddha then asked “What do you expect to 
gain by admiring this body which is dirty, 
ugly, smelly, impermanent? One who sees 
the Dhamma, sees the Buddha. This should 
help you to understand how to see the real 
Buddha. If you indeed want to see the real 
Buddha, then you must create that Buddha 
in your mind through his teaching”. 


We have a wrong concept about life. We 
regard our physical body as our life itself. We 
cannot see in its proper perspective. Mental 
energy and the life process both work 
together. The body is merely the shelter to 
house our physical being. We devote our 
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whole life to look after, feed, wash and clean 
to beautify our body by spending so much 
money not knowing that our body creates 
enormous unsatisfactoriness and suffering. 


Three Main 
Principles in Buddhism 


Discipline (Sila), development of a well 
trained mind (Samadhi) and the attainment 
of supreme wisdom (Panna) are the three 
basic principles in human life. Only human 
beings can cultivate these good qualities. 

The prime objective among the three 
basic principles in Buddhism is the obser- 
vance of precepts — sila. 


Sila 


Man is a social being and develops his 
character in relation to the society in which 
he belongs, so whatever he does, leaves its 
impression not only on himself but also on 
that society.. The observance of the moral 
precepts must, therefore, also leave their 
impression. Morality, includes. all the virtues 
of the honest respectable person. It has 
been identified with virtues in general, and 
many admirable qualities have been 
interpreted in relation to the ideals of 
purification and restraint as they are realised 
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with the body, speech and mind. It is usually 
understood as referring to the five moral 
precepts which constitute the layman's 
definitive code of practical ethics. He has to 
begin the spiritual journey by taking the five 
precepts and every lay devotee is expected to 
observe these five elementary rules of 
conduct. 

It is in keeping with the, Buddhist spirit 
that its observance should be based on 
experience and reason. The final goal of 
Buddhism is supramundane, but it is always 
down to earth and in the observance of the 
five precepts the Buddhist is kept in close 
touch with reality. Exercising his will and 
reason man realised that by taking a certain 
path he can contribute not only to his own 
welfare but also to the welfare of the human 
race. He wills to take that path. Here is the 
recognition of manhood, of man’s own power 
and responsibility. 

Sila or moral development gain through 
self discipline. We must learn how to live 
as harmless and gentle human beings. In 
simple language we must know how to live 
without disturbing the peace and happiness 
of others. If we are able to do this it will 
indeed be a great achievement. Discipline, 
good conduct, precepts and morals are all 
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synonymous with this word ‘sila’. This is the 
foundation on which to start a religious way 
of life. 

If a house is built without laying a proper 
foundation, it will be very unstable. Modern 
man has learnt the hard way how important 
it is to live in ‘sila’. It means respecting the 
right of others to exist. If we believe that 
the world was created solely for our own 
benefit, then we will take from it whatever 
we want indiscriminately; without caring 
about what happens to other living beings 
and the environment like plants, rivers, the 
atmosphere and so on. In the end, as a result 
of major ecological imbalances of nature 
created by us in our modern way of life, 
we will be destroying ourselves. A good 
Buddhist on the other hand has a deep 
respect and concern for the well being of 
every other being. 

In his infinite wisdom, the Buddha knew 
that we cannot be perfect at once. Hence, he 
starts by encouraging us to restrain from 
committing harmful deeds. Once we make 
progress in laying down a firm moral 
foundation, we can gradually practise mental 
purification. Buddhism allows an individual 
to make progress on the basis of his level of 
realisation and does not dogmatically 
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impose on him a rigid code of conduct 
without regard to his potentials, level of 
development and attitudes. 

Precepts are useful for cultivating hu- 
mane qualities and virtues. These are quali- 
ties important for maintaining peace and 
happiness. The motivation for upholding 
these precepts is not the fear of punishment, 
but understanding and compassion: When 
the Buddha advised us, “Not to do evil’, it 
was with the welfare of others in mind. 

As human beings, it is our duty to per- 
form some service to others by practising 
generosity, kindness and giving a helping 
hand to others who need our support to rid 
themselves of grievances, worries and other 
problems. By rendering’ selfless service to 
others, not only do we bring benefits to 
others, we reduce our selfishness as well. We 
should not perform a good deed with ulterior 
motives, since our deeds will be marred by 
the impure intentions. 

So the real Buddhist concept of “Not to 
do evil” and “To do good" is not based on 
punishment and reward, but on the need to 
reduce our selfish desire and cultivate our 
mental purity. We do not use fear to force 
people into complying with these precepts. 
Using fear instead of understanding will not 
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give rise to the cultivation of sympathetic 
feelings and can result in people becoming 
superstitious and dogmatic. 

The avoidance of evil and the per- 
formance of good are highly commendable, 
but they are not enough. From experience we 
know that as long as the greed, anger and 
illusion which are deeply embedded in the 
mind are not removed, we are still capable of 
committing some bad deeds. Hence, there is 
a need for us to purify the mind. To do this, 
we will have to constantly watch the mind 
and remove from it mental impurities. When 
impure thoughts and motivations are extin- 
guished, the mind is always good and pure, 
and we will reach the final goal. 

As human beings however, we know that 
our present existence is not the first and the 
last life. The advantage of becoming a human 
being is that we know this and can prepare 
for a life after death. Many people hope to go 
to heaven after their deaths but when we 
consider how some religions explain it, we 
are forced to conclude that they really have 
no idea what it is or even where it is. 

When a rich man asked the Buddha’s 
advice on how he could go to heaven after his 
death, the Buddha answered, “Why do you 
want to wait until you die to experience 
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heavenly bliss? Even while you are living in 
this world you can experience heavenly bliss 
if you know how to handle this life properly”. 


The Buddha was a practical religious 
teacher who did not introduce mythology, 
temptation or fear into people’s minds. 
People must learn how to make use of life 
properly, how to avoid problems, troubles, 
worries and disturbances, so as to gain 
more knowledge and understanding. After 
developing understanding, they can adjust 
their lives accordingly. 


Pleasure and Happiness 


Although many disturbances .are_ not 
apparent to us, certain evil thoughts which 
are deeply rooted in the mind may still 
remain. At some moment we may be quiet 
and look nice because there are no 
disturbances to agitate us, but if some 
disturbances arise, we soon change our 
attitude and become violent and ugly. The 
pleasure that momentarily appears in the 
mind we mistakenly regard as happiness. It is 
in fact not happiness. Pleasure is merely 
emotional satisfaction. The fleeting nature of 
pleasure is such that it disappears at the very 
next moment. 
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The seeking of pleasure must not be 
confused with the seeking of happiness. 
Pleasure is elusive, temporary, and can leave 
a bitter after-taste. Also, it can be costly, yet 
unsatisfactory. Not so happiness, which does 
not have to be purchased; it comes from an 
inner source — the mind, and it is long 
lasting. 


The pleasure we have at this moment 
sometimes creates disappointment because 
of the fleeting nature of the pleasure. At the 
same time, we cannot gain happiness by 
keeping mental impurities such as fear, 
anger, jealousy, malice and ill-will in the 
mind. When these are not active in the mind, 
then we regard the brightness that tem- 
porarily appears in the mind as happiness. 


Happiness Gained 
Through Merits 


To achieve happiness we have to do more 
and more meritorious deeds. The meaning 
of meritorious deeds is doing some service 
to others to release them from their 
sufferings. The happiness that we gain by 
doing good is more important than material 
gain. Whenever we do some good deeds with 
confidence and understanding, we gain 
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happiness and a sense of well-being. This is 
what we call merits. The mental state we 
develop in this life determines the kind of life 
we will experience after death. At death, 
there is nothing to help us except for our own 
merits or karma. Therefore we must strive 
to do as much good as we can in this life 
because it is the only insurance we have to 
ensure rebirth in a fortunate existence. 


There are certain misinformed people 
who put valuable things into a coffin thinking 
that such items would benefit the deceased 
in his or her life. We have to use our common 
sense and understand things without blindly 
following certain outmoded traditions of our 
forefathers. The time has come for us to 
eliminate such practices because we notice 
that other religionists would take advantage 
of our ignorance to condemn and ridicule 
Buddhists for what they do, thinking that 
they are indeed Buddhist practices. The 
Buddha, for instance, did not ask his 
followers to burn anything in the name of the 
departed. He advised us to burn only our 
mental impurities. 
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Samadhi Through Meditation . 


Samadhi is the second principle; con- 
centration or cultivation of the mind to 
experience peace and calmness by focusing 
the mind on one particular object. The minds 
of those who have no such experience are 
very weak. The reason why their minds are 
very weak is due to the fear that disturbs 
them. We have feelings of insecurity and 
suspicion within us because of that weak- 
ness. Every minute we dissipate our mental 
energy unprofitably through our five senses. 
These five channels extract our mental 
energy and use that energy to attract external 
objects which cause suspicion, fear and 
worry. They can at the same time create 
what appears as emotional satisfaction 
and excitement. Eventually, in this way, 
we disturb the mind. We collect defilements 
from outside through the senses and confuse 
our mind. Thus the mind has no time to relax 
and becomes weak because of this wastage 
of energy. It is like a waterfall which goes 
on pouring and spreading water everywhere 
because there is no proper channel to 
divert the water for systematic use. A 
hydro-electric dam however channels this 
energy to create electricity which can be put 
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to various good uses. 

An engineer, having seen the alice 
wastage of falling water decides to construct 
a dam to harness the water and produce 
hydro-electricity to illuminate the whole 
country. In exactly the same manner we 
waste our mental energy through lack of 
focus. The Buddha advised us not to waste 
our mental energy through the senses, but to 
get the mind to relax and free it from 
constantly making choices regarding external 
stimuli. It is indeed a real torture for the 
mind. During that period of relaxation we can 
concentrate on one neutral object without 
allowing the mind to run here and there. And 
thereby we develop our mind. “Bhavana” 
means development of the mind, that is to 
accumulate and harness the lost energy and 
regenerate itself. When it is fully developed 
the mind becomes a very dynamic force and 
all the fear, suspicion and insecurity we 
have will disappear. Then we get courage, 
knowledge, understanding and wisdom. 

In order to maintain a good standard of 
moral conduct, it is also essential to practise 
meditation, which is called samadhi. 
Samadhi is the fixed or tranquil state of the 
mind. The undisciplined mind is in the habit 
of wandering here and there and is difficult 
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to control. It may follow any harmful idea, or 
imagination. In order to prevent this un- 
healthy tendency the mind should be con- 
centrated on a selected object of meditation. 
In the course of practice, the mind will 
gradually become more restrained and 
remain obediently fixed on the object to 
which it is directed. By choosing suitable 
objects we can counteract specific mental 
weaknesses. For example, by meditating on 
loving-kindness we can assuage the traits of 
enmity, wrath and envy. By meditating on 
the repulsive aspects of the body we can 
diminish lust and infatuation. By contem- 
plating the inevitability and unpredictability 
of death we can dispel complacency and 
apathy. By recollecting the special qualities 
of the Buddha we can overcome depression, 
anxiety and negativity. By the development of 
compassion one forgets one’s own troubles 
and realises the omnipresence of suffering. 
By repeated practice of meditative 
absorption the Buddha and his disciples 
came to possess psychic powers. Although 
such powers are only developed by very 
deep concentration they are not considered, 
by most schools of Buddhism, to be essential 
to the attainment of the main goal of 
Buddhism, nibbana. Nibbana is the extinc- 
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tion of desire, hatred and delusion.- If we 
want to gain happiness, we should allow our 
mind to relax and develop it to uproot the 
evil forces which lurk there. 

During the time we meditate, we ex- 
perience peace but as soon as we stop our 
meditation and go back to our normal way of 
thinking, peace and happiness will disappear 
and disturbance will return. The water in a 
pond may be covered with dry leaves on the 
surface, but the water beneath will be very 
clear. You can push the dry leaves apart and 
see-the clear water. But when you remove 
your hand the water will be covered by 
the dry leaves again. Meditation helps us 
to reveal the “clear water” of the mind. 
Enlightenment is when the leaves are 
removed permanently and the water remains 
perpetually clear. 

When we meditate, our mind becomes 
pure. This is because we do not allow evil 
thoughts to disturb the mind. In the same 
way when we stop meditating, all the evil 
thoughts become active again. 

When we cover green grass with a bucket 
for a few weeks and expose it again, we can 
notice that the green leaves have turned to a 
pale colour due to lack of sunlight. Similarly, 
when we meditate, lots of changes take place 
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in the mind. We feel calm and serene with no 
anger because our mind is under the 
beneficial influence of concentration. But 
when we return to our normal way of life, 
once again those negative thoughts will 
return, just like the grass that you covered 
changed colour because you prevented 
sunlight. As part of your practice you just 
develop concentration to such.a degree that 
you guard your mind constantly and never 
allow it to relapse into the confused state. 
The purpose of meditation is to help you 
train the mind to constantly remain pure and 
undefiled. 


Knowledge and Wisdom 


Wisdom is not knowledge. We do gain know- 
ledge after listening, reading, and observing 
many things in this world but it is not 
wisdom in the real sense. Wisdom only 
appears in the mind when mental hin- 
drances, obstructions and other impurities 
are not active in the mind. There are many 
learned people all over the world who no 
doubt have wonderful knowledge but unfor- 
tunately some of them lack proper wisdom. 


Many people are intelligent but their 
behaviour however is not reasonable, as 
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some are hot tempered, egoistic, emotional, 
jealous, greedy and temperamental. On the. 
other hand, there are others who are very 
kind and although they have patience 
tolerance and many other good qualities, 
their wisdom is very poor as they can be 
easily misled by others. If we develop our 
generosity without proper understanding, we 
could get into trouble as certain people can 
take undue advantage of us. Understanding 
and good qualities must therefore go 
together. 


Panna: Release Through Wisdom 


Panna — Wisdom is the third and last stage 
of the path. After undertaking the obser- 
vance of morality, the aspirant practises 
meditation. When the mind is well- 
concentrated, he is able to understand the 
true nature of things. Wisdom is the right 
understanding of the world in the light of 
its transience, unsatisfactoriness and insub- 
stantiality. Knowledge is of three kinds: 


1) that acquired by learning, 

2) that acquired by thinking, and 

3) that acquired by meditation. This wisdom 
is the apex of the three-fold training 
which leads to nibbana. 
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When illusion, ignorance and _ evil 
thoughts disappear from the mind, bright- 
ness appears in their place. That brightness 
is enlightenment. The more we learn worldly 
things with a deluded mind, the more we 
increase our ignorance. We have to learn how 
to open the mind. When the mind is fully 
opened, then development takes place; only 
then can wisdom, understanding and 
purity appear in the mind. That is inner 
development. 


We cannot bring this brightness, purity 
and realisation from the outside. They have 
to emanate from within. Sila, Samadhi, 
Panna — mental training, and calmness of the 
mind and higher wisdom, are the three main 
religious principles in Buddhism for the 
development of human life. Further develop- 
ment of sila or precepts for the attainment of 
sainthood is called Adhi Sila. Calmness or 
tranquillity of the consciousness is called 
Adhi Citta (Samadhi). Gaining higher wisdom 
through the development of insight - 
Vipassana is called Adhi Panna. These 
therefore are the three Buddhist principles 
for training the human mind. 
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The Scheme of 
Threefold Training 


“An alternative formulation of the Buddhist 
scheme of moral development is presented 
in the form of three progressive and mutually 
dependent factors of moral training. They 
are sila, consisting of moral practices 
involving the conscious and voluntary 
transformation of one’s patterns of bodily 
and verbal behaviour; samadhi, the develop- 
ment of mental composure; and panna, the 
cultivation of the insight that leads to moral 
perfection. Sila is believed to be the founda- 
tion on which the other two stages in the 
path are to be developed. This formulation of 
the path reveals not only the pragmatic 
character of Buddhism, but also the psycho- 
logical insights on which the practical 
aspects of the Buddhist moral system are 
based. The Buddha speaks of the path to 
spiritual perfection, or the attainment of 
Nibbana as a graduated one leading sys- 
tematically from one step to the other. The 
perfection of sila is recognised as the 
foundation or the basis of all spiritual 
endeavour. An intelligent man is supposed to 
establish himself in sila and devvelop his 
mind (citta) and cultivate wisdom (panna). It 
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is such a person who is said to be able to 
disentangle the tangles of evil (A. V. p. 66)”. 
(Encyclopaedia of Buddhism) O 











Foreword 


It is with great pleasure that | went through 
the few pages of this wonderful booklet on 
Buddhism. Almost every sentence of it 
illumines the gloomy heart of the Reader. It 
supplies precise but brief answers mainly to 
the two questions — Why is there religion? 
and Why is there Buddhism? The pages 
prepare a colourful picture of Buddhism in 
its natural colours, and the picture is more 
than a painted one that depicts the 
imagination of the artist. The more times the 
reader reads it the more new things appear 
before his inquisitive mind. The thoughts are 
well balanced and full of truth. The long 
experience of the author as the Chief 
Buddhist High Priest of Malaysia, and his 
long scholarly and pious life as Buddhist 
monk of great repute are the well earned 
qualifications to write such a useful and 
instructive booklet in such a brief way. The 
question ‘Why Buddhism?’ is here well 
answered. 


Dikwela Piyananda, M.A,, Ph. D. 
Buddhist Vihara, 

5017, 16th Street, N.W., 
Washington, D.C. 20011, U.S.A. 


Foundation of Religions 


Be: we discuss the subject “Why 


Buddhism’, we must find out how 
man’s idea of religion got started in 
the first place. 

Thousands of years ago when primitive 
man’s mind started thinking about various 
kinds of natural phenomena in this world, he 
found many wonderful experiences. When 
certain natural forces or phenomena were 
not in his favour he had to suffer. He 
witnessed disasters and terrible incidents 
which created fear, suspicion, insecurity, 
tension and suffering. Then he started 
thinking how to find a solution and rid his life 
of these unfavourable conditions. But he 
knew that these things were beyond his 
comprehension. He therefore imagined there 
must be some sort of invisible powers, 
supernatural forces or persons behind all 
these things. He started to pray and worship 
these imagined powers. He began to make 
animal sacrifices in order to appease the 
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wrathful forces. He gave thanks when certain 
phenomena appeared in his favour, assum- 
ing they were acts of gods. The aim, then, of 
these practices was to gain protection and be 
blessed with a life of prosperity and little 
difficulty. This is how religious belief and 
practice got started and why primitive man 
started to pray. As this early concept of 
religion began to develop, other certain 
important practices were also incorporated, 
such as religious rites and rituals, ceremon- 
ies and festivals. These evolved naturally 
according to the particular customs, trad- 
itions and ways of life prevalent in the 
respective regions and countries. 

The foundation of religion was thus laid 
down by man as a means to assure his self- 
preservation in response to his fundamental 
fear, insecurity and misunderstanding of the 
natural phenomena of life. It is human fear 
then which served as the building blocks 
of religion. These served not only as the 
foundation of all religions, but as the basisc 
materials like bricks, stone, sand and cement 
needed for erecting the building. 

It was with the introduction of faith, 
however, which allowed for the building call- 
ed religion to be completed. Faith together 
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with the introduction of offerings, prayers, 
vows, penalties, morals and ethics —all in the 
name of god. There was also the promise of a 
place of eternal peace called paradise in 
order to control mankind. 


The Foundation of Buddhism 


Later, when we study how another religion 
called Buddhism came into existence, we 
find that the Buddha did not adopt any of 
those age old beliefs. He did not introduce 
the concept of god, soul theory, eternal hell 
or eternal heaven to build up Buddhism. 
He made no use of fear or distorted views 
regarding natural phenomena to support his 
religion. Neither did he ask for blind faith or 
demand unnecessary rites and rituals. He did 
not believe in self-torture, or the imposition 
of penalties or commandments in the build- 
ing up of Buddhism. What is more, He 
sought no sort of divine revelation. He used 
new materials such as Right Understanding 
of life, the world, the occurrence of natural 
phenomena or cosmic order, the real charac- 
teristics of mind and matter, elements and 
energies, the acquisition of moral and 
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spiritual development, discipline, mental 
training and purification, knowledge, wisdom 
and enlightenment, as ingredients to erect 
this religious building. It is true that He 
borrowed certain religious materials used 
by other religionists of that time such as 
Dharma — righteous way of life, Karma — 
action and reaction, Punabbawa — rebirth, 
and certain moral principles, but not in the 
same manner or in the same sense. He in fact 
refined them and introduced them in a more 
rational, scientific and psychological way. 


An Independent Religion 


Buddhism is not an ecclectic concoction of 
various religions. It has its own unique 
characteristics and identity. Realising that 
no other religious teacher had found the 
absolute truth and final salvation of man, 
The Buddha pointed out that others had only 
developed certain worldly powers and could 
only attain certain limited stages of spiritual 
development and not the complete purifi- 
cation of the mind, or enlightenment. These 
teachers were thus not free from super- 
stitious belief, impurity, illusion, imagina- 
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tion, hallucination and ignorance. But what 
does religion really mean? 

The real meaning of religion can only 
be grasped when we study the way which 
the Buddha introduced his “religious way of 
noble life.” If we use the word “religion” to 
describe the Buddha’s teachings, then we 
must understand the different definitions 
given to this word by other religionists. Then 
we can understand why Buddhism is needed. 


No Dogmas 


The Buddha managed to remove certain 
misconceptions that were held by people for 
thousands of years. For example, in those 
early days everyone believed that the sun 
rotated daily round the earth. People held 
this belief because they lacked proper 
knowledge of our solar system. But when 
Nicolaus Copernicus, the Polish astronomer 
discovered and proved that the sun was in 
fact located at the centre of our solar system, 
only then did people grasp the truth of his 
theory and slowly give up their former belief. 

There was another misconception people 
held about the earth. For thousands of years 
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people believed that the earth was flat. Then 
came Galileo the celebrated Italian astrono- 
mer and physicist who discovered and proved 
that the earth was not flat at all, but round. 
But there was also great objection to his 
theory from the Church. Galileo was sum- 
moned before the Inquisition and forced to 
recant under threat of torture and sentenced 
to prison. Only later did people come to 
accept this truth. 

Even up to the 19th Century, philoso- 
phers generally believed that the atom was 
the essential entity of matter which was 
impossible to split. But their theory was 
abandoned when nuclear scientists. finally 
managed to split the atom. Similarly, in 
ancient India, the belief held by philosophers 
for thousands of years that the soul was.a 
permanently enduring entity created by God, 
also had to be given up when the Buddha 
proved this to be an imaginary concept. This 
belief, however, still persists in human minds 
— like the apparently visual reality of a 
rainbow which in fact has no substantiality. 
The Buddha explained that the notion of soul 
is only a misconception in man’s conscious- 
ness. If indeed there is a soul, would there be 
any reason for the Buddha to withhold such 
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knowledge from His followers? Certainly not. 
Particularly because this concept of soul holds 
great importance to every other religionists. 

The theory of evolution as put forth by 
Charles Darwin disproved the then popular 
creation theory that life was created by 
God. Geology, biology and physiology also 
explained very clearly that it had taken 
millions of years for the appearance of the 
first form of life on this earth. There is no 
contradiction between these modern find- 
ings and a careful study of Buddhism. The 
discoveries of a gradual development of 
mineral deposits, plant life and other living 
beings are fully consistent with the ancient 
teaching of the Buddha. 

To the question of how life came into 
existence, the Buddha gave a simple and 
reasonable answer. He said, life is only a 
combination of mind and matter. He defined 
the mind as being composed of feeling, 
perception, mental formations, and con- 
sciousness. He analysed matter into four 
elements; solidity, fluidity, heat and motion. 

When we study the logical explanation of 
the Buddha as concerns the question of the 
Cosmos, we find that He mentions the 
existence of certain living beings, both 
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fortunate and unfortunate, not only in this 
world but on certain other planets as well. 

Modern scientists and astronomers have 
been open minded and conceed the possi- 
bility of living beings existing on other 
planets. 

Many ancient and traditional religious 
beliefs are exactly like the the old pre- 
scientific beliefs about the world system and 
the origin of life. Yet the Buddha's teachings 
— though belonging to the ancient period — 
are akin to the modern discoveries. The 
Buddha’s chief aim was to liberate humanity 
from the bonds of religious slavery. His social 
impact was also great. He sought to upgrade 
the status of women by giving them freedom 
to enter the holy order. In another sweeping 
change the Buddha abolished the existing 
bars on so-called low caste people by 
ordaining them as full-fledged monks. 

The prevalent belief that the performance 
of religious rites and rituals was a mandatory 
practices for man to achieve salvation was 
dispelled by the Buddha. According to Him, 
the development of morality and the pur- 
ification of the mind are the most important 
points in gaining one’s final salvation. He 
pointed out that for a man to be religious he 


No Dogmas 9 


must lead a harmless, blameless, respect- 
able, noble and pure life. The mere act of 
praying or making offerings does not by itself 
make a man religious nor gain him perfection 
and salvation. 

He also advised people to keep away 
from evil practices. Evil is to be avoided for 
the welfare of all living beings, not for fear of 
god or his punishment. Further, He advised 
us to cultivate good humane qualities, to 
practise good deeds and help others without 
any selfish motive. 

The Buddha was apparently the only 
religious teacher who gave highest credit 
to human intelligence. He advised us not 
to become slaves to external agencies but 
to develop our hidden mental power with 
self-confidence. 

He also pointed out that man is res- 
ponsible for everything in this world. Pain 
and pleasure are both created by man 
himself, and man has the ability to get rid of 
his sufferings. Man can learn to maintain 
peace and happiness by applying wisdom 
diligently without depending on external 
powers. It is man’s untrained mind that is 
responsible for all the troubles, calamities, 
disturbances, unfavourable circumstances 
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and frictions. At the same time, man’s mind 
can transform the unfortunate situation of 
the world and render it a peaceful, pros- 
perous and happy place for all to live — if only 
he. uses his mind properly. Man-made 
problems must be solved by man himself. 
This can only be done by purifying his mental 
energy. 


Facing the Facts 


Buddhism is a religion which always encou- 
rages man to face the facts of life without 
depending on imaginary concepts, and to 
accept the truth wherever it may be. There- 
fore, Buddhists do not reject the facts 
pertaining to worldly matters as discovered 
by great thinkers and scientists. Although the 
Buddha paid more attention to spiritual 
development, He never neglected man’s 
worldly progress. His teachings give some 
sound and practical advice on how to work 
properly without wasting valuable time and 
effort, and how to act wisely for the progress 
of mankind. He said that man should fulfil 
his duties towards his family, relatives, 
friends, community, county and the whole 
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world. _Therefore Buddhists. should not 
ignore their obligation to. make this world 
more happy and peaceful by contributing 
their share within their capacity. He never 
interfered with the affairs of government or 
with reasonable laws imposed by govern- 
ment. He was not against social customs and 
traditions so long as they were harmless and 
useful to society. 

It must also be said that the Buddha 
never sought personal political or military 
power in order to introduce his spiritual way 
of life, though kings and the ministers were 
among His many followers. 

Here we have a religious way of life which 
teaches us to care for others, to sacrifice our 
own comfort for the sake of suffering huma- 
nity. It asks us to observe religious precepts 
or disciplines voluntarily, not as command- 
ments imposed on us by some unseen 
beings. By observing such good principles 
according to our own convictions, we get the 
chance to perfect ourselves and also help 
others live in peace. 

Such perfection is the highest goal which 
a person must attain before gaining his 
salvation. It cannot be obtained through the 
influence of any God. 
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Come and See the Results 
Immediately 


According to this religion we can see the 
results of most of our good and bad actions 
within this very life time. Heavenly bliss or 
Nirvanic bliss-can also be experienced within 
this very life time. You don’t have to wait 
until you die. 

This is why the Buddha always welcomed 
people to come and observe His way of 
teaching; not to come and believe it all at 
once. He actually advised people on how to 
choose a proper religion, by considering, 
analysing and investigating it in various ways 
without accepting anything through emotion 
or blind faith. Of course all religions promote 
faith. But faith in Buddhism is not a surren- 
der to the unknown; it is not submission to 
fear and punishment. Buddhist faith is the 
courageous acceptance of what one has 
found out through careful observation and 
analytical investigation. This is why Buddhism 
is called a doctrine of analysis. This religion 
contains a profoundly scientific and psycholo- 
gical analysis of mind and matter which many 
great modern thinkers have admired. 
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Universal Laws 


To those who talked about the first cause of 
this world, the Buddha responded by saying 
that it is impossible to find a first cause since 
everything is changing, interdependent and 
conditioned by. other things. Something that 
acts as the cause in the present may become 
the effect in the future. Later that same effect 
may again become the cause. Such pheno- 
menon continues ad infinitum. It is called the 
universal law of Anicca or impermanency. 
With regard to the origin of the world 
itself, the Buddha did not claim it was the 
property of Buddhism or that existing world 
systems and living things were controlled 
according to the Buddhist Order, but by. uni- 
versal law or natural phenomenon. Man was 
simply to accept his position in the world and 
regard himself and all things, animate and 
inanimate, as a compound. According to the 
scholar Dr. Rhys Davids, “in each individual, 
without any exception, the relation. of its 
component parts to one another is ever 
changing, so that it is never the same for two 
consecutive moments. It follows that no 
sooner has separateness begun than dis- 
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solution, disintegration, also begins; there 
can be no individuality without a putting 
together; there can be no putting together 
without a becoming; there can be no 
becoming without a becoming different; and 
there can be no becoming different without 
dissolution, a passing away, which sooner or 
later will become inevitably complete.” 

The Buddha was the teacher who dis- 
covered the real nature of the universal 
cosmic law and who advised people to live 
in accordance with this law. He mentioned 
that those who violate this law, such as 
going against nature, and leading an im- 
moral life, must be ready to face the 
consequences. It is impossible to escape 
from the reactions of such cosmic laws 
simply by praying to god, because this 
universal law is unbiased. Yet the Buddha 
taught us how to stop the reactions of 
certain bad practices by doing more and 
more good deeds, by training the mind and 
eradicating evil thoughts from the mind. 
After violating the cosmic order or the 
universal law there is no other method to get 
rid of the reaction except by co-operating 
and conforming with the same cosmic law. 
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Mental Energy 


The theory of Karma that the Buddha has 
explained is accepted by the world-famous 
Swiss psychologist Carl Jung as “collective 
consciousness”. This is nothing but the 
depository of karmic seeds in mental energy. 
As long as the collective consciousness and 
the “will to live’ remain in the mind, as 
mentioned by the philosophers, rebirth will 
take place whether people believe it or not. 
The elements of the body may disintegrate 
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to live” will be transmitted and another life 
will be conditioned according to that collec- 
tive consciousness or Karma. 

Gravitation and the law of conservation 
of energy as discovered by the modern 
scientists like Newton, support the doctrine 
of Karma, or action and reaction as intro- 
duced by the Buddha. 


Man Can Become God 


Buddhism upholds the view that man is 
the supreme being. He surpasses even the 
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devas (gods) in wisdom and strength. The 
Bodhisatta left heaven and descended to this 
world in order to attain His Enlightenment. 
Why? Because gods have neither the purity 
nor the intelligence to achieve such high 
development as Enlightenment. Such status 
can only be gained by man. 

Buddhism gives pride of place to man 
who lives in human society. The uniqueness 
of man among other living beings is well 
recognised. The ability to adapt to new situa- 
tions and contfol the environment are well 
within man’s capabilities. The Buddha gave 
due recognition to the moral and intellectual 
development of man and further showed the 
path to its fulfilment. Human birth is not a 
mere chance of accident. The very existence 
of man is due to his own karmic results. Thus 
Buddhism recognises the importance of 
human birth. No other living beings possess 
the quality of rational thinking. Hence the 
superiority of man is upheld. 

The potentialities of man are enormous. 
The faculty of mind which man possesses can 
be developed to a very great extent. Accord- 
ing to Buddhism, man need not depend on 
any kind of supernatural being. He himself 
has the capacity to develop up to the state of 
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attaining omniscience. The Buddha's analy- 
sis on this point was given after his own 
Enlightenment which he attained without 
the aid of any external supernatural power. 

According to the Buddha man can even 
become a god if he leads a decent and 
righteous life irrespective of his religious 
beliefs. But other religions advise man only 
to pray to god for blessings. They also preach 
that only after death can man go to heaven. 
Yet such a lNieavenly experience will never 
grant man the privilege of becoming a god. 
The Buddha said that humans can expe- 
rience heavenly bliss within this life if 
they do not abused their position. Yet the 
Buddhist concept of god is different from 
that of other religions. 


The Nature of the Mind 


The rapid changes of mind and the elements 
of the body have all been explained in 
Buddhism. According to the Buddha, with 
every fraction of a split second of time, 
mental energy appears and disappears. 
Biology, physiology and psychology also 
affirm this “fleeting nature of life’ pheno- 
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mena. Therefore life is not static or ready 
made. 

Another noted psychologist, Prof. William 
James, has talked about the point-moment of 
consciousness. He explained how conscious- 
ness comes into being and passes away in 
rapid succession. According to the nature 
that causes the continuous process of mind, 
as soon as a thought is born, it gives birth to 
another thought and dies. The thought that is 
born in turn gies birth to yet another 
thought and similarly dies, and so on. 

As to the question of how evil thoughts 
originally appear in the mind, the answer can 
be found in the Buddhist religion. The cause 
of evil thoughts is man’s selfish motives 
which exist due to craving for existence and 
sensual pleasure. 


Everything Is Open 


When we study the life and the teachings 
of the Buddha we can see that everything 
is open to everybody. There are no secret 
doctrines. The events which occured through- 
out His whole life were like an open book 
without any hidden and mystical incidents. In 
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the eyes of the Buddha, what many people 
regard as “supernatural powers” are in fact 
quite natural, only ordinary man cannot 
understand them. If all component things are 
subject to the natural laws of change, how 
can we call them supernatural powers? Even 
the Buddha’s birth, enlightenment and death 
took place in normal circumstances. He lived 
as a normal religious teacher. 


Evolving Life Process 


The Buddha has pointed out the process of 
evolving from animal life into human status 
and from human status into divine status — 
divine life into Brahma status and Brahma life 
into perfect life. One can also proceed from a 
noble pure life directly to perfect holy life. The 
reverse order was also pointed out — that is, 
descending from human life into animal life. 


Moderate Way of Life 
All religions follow a course of training in 


order to groom the ‘inner-self’. The avoid- 
ance of extremes in the sphere of self- 
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indulgence and self-mortification bear the 
characteristics of Buddhist grooming. The 
Middle Way is the avoidance of both 
extremes, eternalism and annihilation. 

The Buddha advised people to follow this 
middle path in every aspect of their life. But 
many people have not realised the real 
meaning and usefulness of this noble middle 
path. The deeper meaning of this middle 
path goes beyond the concern with righteous 
behaviour, avoiding extremes and taking a 
moderate course in life. The deeper meaning 
is learning how to use our human sense 
faculties most effectively, without misuse or 
abuse. The formation of the senses is for our 
own protection, as well as the protection of 
those around us. Then we can all live in 
safety and peace. All religions teach us to 
train the ‘inner-self; but unfortunately many 
people spend their whole life in pursuit of 
the gratification of their senses and misuse 
them to satisfy only their desire. Finally, their 
craving becomes so intense that satisfaction 
becomes an obsessive pursuit. Many 
immoral practices, cruel deeds, mental 
disturbances, nervous breakdowns, unheal- 
thy competition, tensions and unrest, which 
are very common in our modern society, can 
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be traced to this discontented mind which 
habitually misuses the senses. Then the 
power of the senses gradually starts to decay, 
and as a result many types of sicknesses 
affect the human organs. That is how man 
pays the price for misusing or over-taxing his 
own senses. If there is too much attachment 
to sensual pleasure in this world, we have no 
time to mould and prepare ourselves for our 
future life or the next world. 


Gentle Attitude 


The Buddha told that it would be cruel and 
unfair for us to destroy living being for any 
purpose; but many other religious teachers 
have ignored this important sympathetic 
aspect. Destroying the lives of other living 
beings is not the only way to deal with their 
being a nuisance. In fact human beings have 
become the real nuisance to all the other 
living beings. 

The aim of Buddhism is not to create 
certain wild imaginations in our mind — it is 
not to please mere human emotion or 
indulge in certain worldly desires. The aim of 
Buddhism is to awaken mankind to the 
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possibility of attaining the highest happiness 
through a clear understanding of life and 
nature. 


Real Nature of Life 


The purpose of life is a very complicated 
issue since different people give different 
interpretations. But from the Buddhist point 
of view, the purpose of life is only to find out 
a complete solution to the problems of life 
and attain everlasting happiness. Medical 
theory, science and technology have yet to 
discover any remedy for man’s mental pain, 
frustration and dissatisfaction in life. Yet 
Buddhism offers us a very clear picture by 
declaring its stark prognosis: Suffering has a 
cause, and so does Happiness. 


What is Wisdom? 


From the Buddhist point of view, wisdom is 
based on right understanding and right 
thought, the realisation of universal law and 
the development of insight. Insight means 
not only to see the truth, but to perceive the 
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way of complete liberation from the state of 
unsatisfactoriness in life. 

Therefore, real wisdom cannot be found 
in academic institutions or in the laboratories 
of scientific research, nor even in a place of 
religious worship where people go and pray: 
or perform rites and rituals. Wisdom is within 
the mind itself. When experience, under- 
standing, realisation and purification are 
complete, this wisdom, comprising of the 
highest perfection, will arise and be seen. The 
aim of life is the attainment of this wisdom. 
Instead of searching into outer space, man 
should make the effort to explore the space 
within. Then he could reach his final goal. 

Man can overcome the worldly forces 
which hamper his progress through streng- 
thening and purifying his mind. Then he 
would reach a supramundane state of 
happiness where evil forces have no power to 
function anymore. 


A Practical Method 
One philosopher holds the opinion that 


religion contradicts all that man has ever 
experienced. If this is so, Buddhism does not 
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belong to that type of religion, since Buddha 
has taught us everything from His own 
experience. 

Many philosophers, great thinkers and 
scientists have only relied on their worldly 
knowledge and power of intellect. Through 
the discipline of their minds they have 
managed to find out many new things. Yet 
even with such intellectual knowledge it is 
difficult to understand the real nature of 
existing phenomena without the puri- 
fication of one’s mind. When we study 
certain statements made by some scholars 
we can see some truth in their sayings. But 
many of their sayings remain as dry 
philosophy because they have only used 
their mind with much illusion and concepts. 
But the Buddha used His brain and heart 
together as refined intelligence coupled 
with compassion. Thus he gained the 
wisdom to understand things in their proper 
perspective. This is why His teachings never 
became mere dry philosophical theory, but 
remain a practical method for solving 
human problems. Religion is meant for the 
emancipation of living beings. Therefore all 
religions must make a concerted effort to fill 
the gap of human limitation through the 
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science of spiritual insights and the moral 
training of the inner-self. Religion and 
ethics are inseparable. 


Does Religion Hinder 
Human Progress? 


Many scientists, great thinkers and _ philo- 
sophers have adopted a hostile attitude 
towards religion. They say religion hinder the 
progress of mankind and misleads them by 
introducing ridiculous, superstitious beliefs 
and practices which keep people blinded to 
scientific facts. But when we ascertain how 
they define religion, we can understand that 
Buddhism does not belong to those religious 
groups. Therefore, from the intellectuals’ 
own point of view, Buddhism is clearly a 
scientific religion and cannot be dismissed 
on superstitious grounds. What is more, the 
Buddha revealed not only the man-made 
truth, but the absolute spiritual truth as well. 
If indeed there is truth, it will remain forever 
as truth. If any truth is changeable under any 
conditions, then it is certainly not the 
absolute truth. This is why the truth as 
revealed by the Buddha is called the noble 
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truth — the truth which leads man to be a 
noble person. There will always remain a 
noble, righteous way of life which is strong 
enough to face any intellectual and scientific 
challenge. In this respect, the Buddha's 
message is unshakeable. Intellectuals will 
surely respect to this way of life if they only 
understand what the Buddha really taught. 

Whether religious labels exist or not, the 
teaching of the Buddha will continue to 
prevail as a noble way of perfecting life. The 
essentials of the teaching are set in place. 
Even with the passing of time, people will 
not need to change it. 


A Liberal Religion 


Another important point which the Buddha 
taught is how to live, work and co-operate 
with the followers of other religions without 
disturbing or ridiculing their practices. This 
liberal and understanding style of religion is 
very important if we are to live peacefully 
without religious prejudices, strife and 
conflicts. The Buddha’s message of peace 
and tolerance is indeed remarkable. Tole- 
rance is a glorious virtue. It is essential 
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for the peaceful co-existence of different 
peoples anywhere and any time. 


A Religion of Freedom 


The freedom that the followers of the 
Buddha enjoy is commendable. In fact, many , 
Buddhists have not even realised this 
themselves. We have full freedom to judge 
and to think for ourselves whether to accept 
or to reject anything. We are not bound to 
accept anything in the name of religion, 
either simply by thinking of the greatness of 
a particular religious teacher or by thinking 
that it is our bounden duty to accept the 
words of holy scriptures or the ways of 
ancient traditions. Buddhists are at liberty to 
investigate for themselves and accept or 
reject any proposition in accordance to their 
own conviction, based on sensible reason. 
Buddhists never say that they are forbidden 
to do this or that. They simply say that they 
dislike doing something because it creates 
some troubles, miseries, pain or disturbance 
amongst the masses. Conversely, they 
practise certain good deeds not because 
their religion asks them to do so, but 
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because they themselves have come to 
realise the value and meaning of such good 
deeds for the welfare of themselves and 
others. 

This is a religion of personal freedom 
which never restricts the affairs of individuals 
so long as they are not immoral or harmful. 
Buddhists are granted full freedom to 
’ organise their family affairs in keeping with 
basic religious principles. For intelectuals as 
well, this religion is like a gold mine in which 
to conduct meaningful research on the 
deeper aspects of psychology, philosophy, 
science and the universal law. Buddhism 
holds the greatest wealth for humankind, and 
the ultimate key to our spiritual development 
and liberation from unsatisfactoriness and 
unrest. This is why for more than 2500 years 
Buddhism has managed to convince the 
masses in many parts of the world without 
support of political powers. In the time of the 
Buddha, people welcomed and invited His 
teaching as a goodwill message of peace and 
harmony worthy to be spread around the 
world. This is why Buddhists have introduced 
their religion without any difficulty and 
without resorting to any kind of exploitation 
or violence. 
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Buddha Preached through 
His Own Experience 


This is the only religion which explains 
things based on the human experience, 
realisation, wisdom and enlightenment of its 
founder, and never as divine revelation or 
commandment dictated by a.god. It affirms 
that human problems must be understood 
by fellow human beings through their own 
experience and by developing altruistic 
virtues. Solutions to problems have got to 
be found through the purification and deve- 
lopment of the human mind. It is therefore 
easy to understand why some people say 
that Buddhism is not a religion at all, but 
humanism. Yet humanism is the beginning 
of every religion. Buddha did not introduce 
Himself as a supernatural saviour. He did 
not acknowledge the existence of any 
saviour. According to Him, only we can save 
ourselves. 

Such an attitude makes Buddhism the 
least dogmatic of all religions. The Buddha 
explained the nature of suffering, the cause 
of suffering, and how to get rid of suffering. 
He also explained the nature of bliss which 
people can experience when they free 
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themselves from suffering. External forces 
cannot bring freedom. Bliss comes only if 
people work for it. 


Three Characteristics 


The three characteristics of everything in this 
universe are clearly explained only in this 
religion. They are the impermanency of 
everything, the unsatisfactories of every- 
thing, and the impersonality or unsubstan- 
tiality of everything. This is the most 
remarkable discovery of the Buddha. But due 
to the ignorance or limited mental capacity 
of mankind, very few people can comprehend 
such a lofty and sublime teaching. 


Cause of Our Problems 


Another important aspect of this religion is 
the explanation of the main cause of human 
problems and sufferings. According to the 
Buddha, we face the problems of this 
mundane world due to the strong selfish 
craving which exists in our minds. He has 
revealed that there are three kinds of craving 
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forces in our minds. These are:- craving for 
existence, craving for worldly or sensual 
indulgence, and craving for non-existence. 
These three cravings are responsible for our 
existence, our rebirth, and all the thousands 
of other problems and mental disturbances. 
To understand the profound meaning of 
Buddha's interpretation, it has to be con- 
sidered very carefully and wisely. Only then . 
can realisation come. 

World famous philosophers and psycho- 
logists have also explained these three 
forces, but they used different terms. 
The German writer Arthur Schopenhauer 
explained these three forces as sexuality, 
self-preservation and suicide. The Austrian 
psychologist Sigmund Freud explained 
these same things as libido, ego instinct and 
death instinct. It was Freud’s famed student 
Carl Jung who said, “From the sources of 
instinct spring forth everything creative”. 
This is the way great intellectuals are 
prepared to support the truth revealed by 
the Buddha twenty-five centuries ago. But 
when we study the explanations of these 
modern thinkers we can see that the Buddha 
went far beyond their limited understanding 
capacity. 
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The Cause of Suffering: : 
Questions and Answers 


It is evident that the world is full of various 
kinds of sufferings such as death, decay, 
sorrow, lamentation, pain, despair, etc. The 
Buddha pointed out that birth (jati) brings 
forth sufferings. If there is no birth, there is 
no scope for suffering. 


Q: 
A: 


Why is there birth? 

The sub-conscious process of becoming 
as a combination of mind and body 
(Nama-rupa) (bhava) causes birth. In other 
words, where there is bhava, there is birth. 


What leads to the formation of the 
combination of body and mind? 
Thoughts grasped by Tanha or craving 
(upadana) lead to the formation of Karmic 
tendencies and lead to the mind-body 
combination. 


What leads to clinging? 
Craving (tanha) leads to clinging. 


What produces craving? 
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A: Craving is produced by sensations or 
feeling (vedana). 


Q: What generates feeling? 
A: It is the contact (of the senses with their 
objects) which generates feeling. 


Q: Why is there such contact? 
A: The six sense-bases (salayatana) are the 
’ causes of contact. 


Q: How do the six sense-bases come into 
being? 

A: Psycho-physical combinations (nama- 
rupa) brings forth the six sense-bases. 


Q: How do the psycho-physical combi- 
nations come into beng? 

A: With the appearance of inactive or 
passive consciousness (vinnana or vipaka 
citta) the psycho-physical combinations 
come into being. 


Q: How does. passive consciousness 
appear? 

A: It is the outcome of latent Karmic 
energies (sankhara). 
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Q: How do Karmic energies (sankhara) 
appear? 

A: Their appearence depends upon ignor- 
ance (avijja) which is a facet of Tanha. 


Thus it is apparent that ignorance (avijja) 
is at the base of the whole process of birth or 
origination. However, this beginning cannot 
be taken as a ‘prima causa’, a metaphysical 
cause or as a cosmogenic principle; but as a 
condition under which development takes 
place. In dependence upon the one, another 
may arise. In fact this is a conditional arising 
‘paticca samuppada’. The entire phenomenon is 
a series called the cycle of existence or ‘bhava 
cakka’. Any link can be combined with any 
other. These links (i.e. ignorance, karmic 
energies, etc.) are known as the twelve 
spokes of the wheel of existence. 

Further, these spokes are linked with 
the past, present and future in succession 
or series. In the background of past life, 
ignorance and karmic energies are found. 
Within the sphere of the present life there are 
Reactive types of consciousness, psycho- 
physical combinations, the six sense-bases, 
contact, sensation, craving, clinging, for- 
mation of karmic tendencies. In the future 
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are seen the re-birth and attendant suffer- 
ings. Thus the cycle of existence of being is 
linked with the periods of past, present and 
future. It goes on. 

Here we have a religion in which we can 
find true religious principles which can be 
maintained without changing the essential 
ideas and principles at any time, anywhere, 
under any circumstances. Yet, the capacity of 
humans to value these religious ideas may 
well disappear in course of time. Man is likely 
to experience difficulty in practising these 
principles while living in a corrupted society. 
But the value of this precious golden dis- 
cipline will remain and be appreciated by 
understanding people everywhere. 

It is hoped that the explanations given 
here will serve as an appropriate answer to 
the question posed, “Why Buddhism?” — and 
why Buddhism is still so vitally needed 
especially in this modern era. 
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Wa. hat is the purpose of Life? This 
. ° pis a very common question 
~ that people often ask. It is 
i * not easy to give a satisfactory 
) . answer to this apparently simple and 
"yet complex question. Although some 
“> people have given certain answers, 
» according to their way of thinking, it 
; seems that they are not very satis- 
factory answers to the intellectuals. The 
reason is that they have not learned to see 
life objectively and to understand the proper 
perspective of life. They have created imagi- 
nations in their own minds about life accord- 
ing to their understanding capacity. At the 
same time we also know that many religious 
teachers, great philosophers, well-known poets 
and great thinkers are also not satisfied about 
life. When we read what they have to say about 
life, it would appear that some of them, too, are 
unable to give a clear picture of life. Some say 






2 ‘The Purpose of Life and Human Dignity 


that life is full of suffering; uncertainty and 
unsatisfactoriness. Others would say: “How 
nice if we were never born.” Still others would 
ask: “Why were we born to this world full of 
suffering?”. 


According to their concepts we can under- 
stand that they have seen life objectively, 
as it is. But the ordinary man only sees life 
superficially as it appears to him, and not as 
it really should be. “ 


Some people say that there is no specific 
purpose in life and that it can be utilised for 
any purpose. Based on this theory there is 
something for us to ponder over wisely: to 
make use of life for purposes beneficial to 
ourselves as well as to others instead of 
wasting it for unnecessary things. In this 
manner, the purpose of life can be said to be 
dependant on the way we handle and use it. If 
we mis-use it by violating good humane 
‘ qualities, by disgracing human dignity and 
committing immoral practices, or by giving in 
to our human weaknesses, it is impossible for 
us to achieve something worth-while in our 
life. But on the other hand, if we act wisely by 
observing universally accepted moral and 
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ethical principles such as exercising patience, 
tolerance, sympathy, humility and kindness, as 
well as render some service to others and train 
the mind to be unbiased, then we should be 
able to achieve something noble and bene- 
ficial to all. Those who cultivate such virtues 
would experience peace, happiness, calmness 
and satisfaction. Life would then be worth- 
while living! That type of life would be more 
meaningful and beneficial to everybody. 


The Nature of Life 


“Life wastes itself while we are preparing to 
live,” says one learned man. “Sickness, old 
age, and miseries are the payment we are 
making for occupying this body of ours as a 
house,” laments another learned man. “We 
have to pay the price of fear and worry for 
creating selfish desires,” which is yet another 
saying of a religious man. “Birth of a man is 
the birth of sorrow. The longer he lives the 
more stupid he becomes. His thirst for 
survival in the future makes him incapable of 
living in the present”, says another Chinese 
philosopher. “We are the result of what we 
were and will be the result of what we are” 
says the Buddha. When we consider all these 
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views, we can find out and understand the 
true nature of life and its purpose. 


If we are going to please only our senses 
as the purpose of our life, then, we must be 
prepared to face various problems arising 
therefrom. Because no one can enjoy plea- 
sure without facing different problems as 
a result of one's actions. 


Although scientists have discovered 
wonderful things for man’s convenience yet 
they could not fully understand the very pur- 
pose of life. Therefore another well-known 
scientist says: 


“Is there a purpose for life? 

What is the purpose of life? 

What, or where, or when? 

Out of space came universe, 

Came sun, came earth, came life, 
Came man, and more must come, 
But as to purpose: whose or whence? 
Why, None.” 


Regarding the behaviour of man one 
scholar has said: “Man is not what he is, man 
is what he is not.” According to him, man 
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does not behave as a real ‘Man’. According to 
Buddhism, Man is not a fixed substantive 
entity but an expression, existing literally 
only from moment to moment on the basis 
of energy. Human life neither appeared nor 
was created by anybody for an experimental 
purpose as a guinea pig for any supernatural 
being. Life has its own individual identity. 


We cannot understand the real nature of 
life due to our own ignorance and strong 
craving. That is why we crave to exist inspite 
of having to suffer in this world. Therefore it 
is impossible for us to find out whether or 
not there is any specific purpose to life in this 
world without proper understanding. 


Karmic Energy: 


Life has been described as a combination 
of mind and matter. As a result of this 
combination a being comes into existence 
and it goes on changing until dissolution 
takes place. However, dispersed mental 
energy and molecules once again form 
elements or matter and reappear in various 
other forms and in different spheres as life 
in accordance with the behaviour of one's 
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previous life. This continuity of life-stream 
goes on again and again as long as the Karmic 
energy and craving for existence remain. 


The Five Aggregates 


According to the teaching of the Buddha, life 
comprised of five aggregates (pancakkhandha); 
namely Rupa (material form), Vedana (feeling), 
Sanna (perception), Sankhara (mental forma- 
tions) and Vinnana (consciousness). Four kinds 
of elements such as solidity, fluidity, heat and 
motion comprise matter. Material form plus 
the four mental factors classified above as 
feeling, perception, mental formation and 
consciousness are combined together to form 
life. The real nature of these five aggregates is 
explained in the Teaching of the Buddha as 
follows: Material form is equated to a heap of 
foam, in which feeling is like a bubble, 
perception is described as a mirage, mental 
formations are like a banana tree and 
consciousness is just an illusion. With such an 
analysis of life, it is difficult to ascertain the 
reality or purpose of life as constituted. 


This analysis of life posed a big challenge 
to many religious beliefs at one time because 
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according to the Buddha there is no such 
thing as permanent life or entity that exists 
without changing and without dissolution. 


Body is nothing but an abstract general- 
ization for a constantly changing combin- 
ation of chemical compositions or elements. 
Life is a drop in an ever flowing river and 
contributes its part to the great stream of 
life. 


World is nothing but a series of waves 


The scientific analysis of the universe shows 
that the world is nothing but an unbroken 
continuity of a series of movement. Dr. Eins- 
tein says: “All matter is made of waves and 
we live in a world of waves.” 


“We are part of the same waves, 
If a man can be aware: 

of the states of his body, 

of his feelings, 

of the states of his mind and 

of the states of mental objects, 


such an awareness will lead him to find out 
whether there is any purpose in life.” 
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Change Yourself 


What can you achieve by changing the world? 
Can you achieve perfection? Never. You will 
only be able to feed your vanity and fulfil your 
ego. You will be bound to the wheel of exis- 
tence. But by changing yourself, by realising 
the nature of self through selflessness, self- 
discipline and self-exertion, you can achieve 
perfection. By achieving such perfection, your 
life becomes meaningful and you can render 
great service to others. People will be inspired 
by your example; they will follow you and also 
achieve the common aim in life. 


Man today is the result of millions of past 
thoughts and actions. He is not ready-made 
for he “becomes and continues becoming.” 
His character is determined by his own thinking 
process. Man is not perfect by nature; he has 
to train himself to be perfect. 


Life does not belong to human beings 
alone. Many other live forms exist in this 
universe. However, human beings have a 
greater thinking and reasoning power. In that 
respect they are superior to other living 
beings since they have the intelligence to 
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mould their way of life in order to get rid of 
their worldly sufferings. Hence, if the purpose 
of life is just to get rid of sufferings, then 
human beings can achieve that end through 
their own effort. But life will be a failure if it 
is not used properly. 


The Buddha in his teaching.stresses upon 
the value of being a human. He painted the 
most perfect picture of a human being striv- 
ing and struggling from life to life in his quest 
for perfection. 


In fact, life is an unique experience. 
There is nothing with which to compare it; 
no measure of its value could be determined 
in terms of some other things, and money 
cannot purchase it. Yet, with this ‘priceless 
pearl’ many have not learned what to do 
with it. Here life does not mean mere physical 
body or senses, but the thinking human 
mind. 


Classification of Men 


The Buddha has classified mankind into four 
groups:- 
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1) one who works for his own good, but not 
for the good of others: 


2) one who works for the good of others, but 
_not for his own good: 


3) one whoworks neither for his own good 
nor for the good of others; and 


4) one who works for his own good as well 
as for the good of others. 


One who works for his own good, but not 
for the good of others. It is he who strives for 
the abolition of evil thoughts, words and 
actions in himself, but he does not encourage 
others to abolish greed, hate and delusion. 


One who works for the good of others, 
but not for his own good. It is he who 
encourages others to abolish evil thoughts, 
words and actions but does not strive for 
the abolition of greed, hate and delusion in 
himself. 


One who does not work for his own good 
nor for the good of others. It is he who neither 
strives for the abolition of evil thoughts, 
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words and actions in himself, nor does he 
encourages others to abolish greed, hatred 
and delusion. 


One who works for his own good as well 
as for the good of others. It is he who 
strives for thé abolition of evil thoughts, 
words and actions in himself, and also 
encourages others to abolish greed, hate 
and delusion. (Anguttara Nikaya) 


Life is not free from suffering 


If we contemplate deeply, we have to agree 
that life is indeed one of eternal suffering. 
Every moment we are suffering, either 
physically, emotionally or mentally. Can we 
ever find a single person in this world who 
is free from physical, emotional or mental 
pain? Even those who have attained saint- 
hood are not free from physical pain so long 
as their physical bodies exist. Life and 
suffering are inseparable. 


If anybody should ask, “What is the most 
uncertain thing in this world?” — the correct 
answer would be “Life is the most uncertain 
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thing.” Everything that we do in this world is 
to escape or evade ourselves from suffering 
and death. If we neglect this life for even one 
second, that is more than enough for us to 
lose our life. Most of our daily routine, such 
as working, eating, drinking, sleeping and 
walking are ways and means adopted by us to 
avoid suffering and death. Although we occa- 
sionally experience some sort of momentary 
worldly pleasures by satisfying our desires, 
the very next moment these same things that 
gave us pleasure might turn into suffering. 
Therefore, the noble treasure of peace and 
happiness need not be in the rich man’s hand 
but in the man who has renounced worldly 
pleasure. 


Everything pertaining to our life is subject 
to change and unsatisfactoriness. That is why 
the Buddha has explained that as long as 
there is craving for worldly pleasures or 
desires for existence, there is no way one 
could escape from suffering. Desire is im- 
portant for existence. When existence takes 
place suffering is unavoidable. 


Many contemplate seeking eternal life, 
and yet, ironically, many seekers of longevity 
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find life so boring that they do not even 
know how to pass the day! There is a Chinese 
proverb on man’s insatiable desire for 
longevity. “Man fools himself. He prays for 
a long life, and yet he fears an old age”. 
Apparently his intention is to remain young 
in order to enjoy the pleasures of life 
perpetually. According to the Buddha, this 
craving for immortality is one of the causes 
for selfish ideas and sufferings. 


“It is easy enough to be pleasant 
When life flows along like a song 
But the man worthwhile 

Is the man who can smile 

When life goes dead wrong.” 


Whatever little happiness we get is secured 
amidst many disappointments, failures 
and defeats. Man cannot find a life where 
there are no difficulties, problems, con- 
flicts, disappointments, and so on among 
thousands of other uncongenial situations. 
Day and night man is struggling to get rid 
of these unpleasant situations. The more 
he struggles to escape from this unhappy 
state of affairs in a worldly way, the more 
he entangles himself with some other 
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problems. When he manages to get rid of 
one problem, intentionally or unintention- 
ally he would have created himself some 
other problems. Where then is the end of 
these problems? For our own survival, we 
have to accept such difficulties and suffer- 
ings without complaining. There is no 
other alternative. Suffering will always be 
there! Yet suffering and unhappiness are by 
no means inevitable. Suffering, says the 
Buddha, is a disease and can therefore be 
cured completely when purity or perfection 
is attained. 


Lao Tze, the well-known Chinese teacher, 
said: “I have suffered because | have a body. 
If 1 had no physical body how can | suffer?” 


“If all the mountains were books and 
if all the lakes were ink and if all the trees 
were pens, still they would not suffice to 
depict all the misery in this world.” (Jacob 
Boehme) 


When you look at the way people suffer in 
this world, you can see the real situation of 
worldly life. Why should they suffer in this 
way? And who is responsible for their 
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sufferings? According to the Buddha each 
and every person is responsible for his own. 
suffering. They are suffering here today 
because of their strong craving for existence, 
as craving for existence influences them to 
commit evil deeds. This is the main.cause of 
suffering. It has taken more than 2500 years 
for many philosophers and psychologists to 
understand that what the Buddha said was 
indeed true. A poet analysed our life in the 
following way. 


“To the fire flies the moth 

Knows not it will die. 

Little fish bites the hook 

Knows not of the danger. 

But thought knowing well the danger 
Of these evil worldly pleasures, 

We still cling to them so firmly. 

Oh how great is our folly!” 


Fleeting Nature of Life 


Buddhism points out that the duration 
of life is very short and we should work 
mindfully, vigilantly and heedfully for our 
salvation. 
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“People can never really understand 
That we are here but for a little spell. 
But they who realised this truth indeed 
Avoid from suffering and quarrels” 
(Theragatha) 


The World is a Battlefield 


The whole universe is a vast battlefield. 
Existence is nothing but a continuous strug- 
gle, molecules against molecules, atoms 
against atoms, electrons against electrons 
and so on and within the physical system 
itself it is a big battleground. The mind itself 
is the biggest battlefield. 


The man who is not at peace with himself 
cannot be at peace with the world, and 
external wars have to continue in order to 
hide the fact from individuals that the real 
war is within. The most important prayer of 
mankind today is for peace, but there can be 
no peace in this war-torn world. until the 
conflicts of man with himself are ended. 


In the eyes of the Buddha, living beings 
tremble like fish in a stream that is almost 
dry, being in the grip of craving, either 
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leaping hither and thither, like hares caught 
in asnare or lost like arrows shot at night. He 
saw the struggle of all against all, the sense- 
less series of predators trying to prey upon or 
rob their victims in which one feeds upon 
another, only in order to be fed upon in 
return. War is.created by the human mind 
and the same human can create peace with 
justice if only man uses his unbiased mind. 


World history tells us that racial discri- 
mination, colour bar, religious fanaticism 
and greed for political power and wealth 
have created enormous disasters, miseries 
and suffering in this world. They have taken 
a heavy toll of human lives in a cruel way. 
Such issues have never contributed any- 
thing towards worldly progress. People who 
are thirsty for power and wealth and are 
intoxicated with jealousy and greed always 
create troubles and often try to justify their 
cruel acts by talking nonsense in the name 
of peace and justice. We are living in a 
make-believe world which appears physi- 
cally united but mentally divided, and at 
times mentally united but physically divided. 
The following saying indicates how changes 
take place in our life. 
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“We live and work and dream, 
Each has his little scheme, 
Sometimes we laugh; 
Sometimes we cry. 

And thus the days go by.” 


A Lot of Nonsense 


A lot of fuss A lot of tears 
A lot of people A lot of money — 
A lot of time And all for what? 
A lot of trouble A little body! 


A blob of proteins 

Fast unwinding, 

A little corpse 

Quick decaying. 

No longer is it 

Dear Father, mother 

Or any darling other. 

In spite of this 

We must have 
Consolations and coffins 
Processions and Tombstones 
Parties and mourning 
Rites and rituals 

Buried or burnt 
Embalmed for ever, 
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All for these little 

Bloated bodies. 

Sons remember, 

Grandsons little, 

And after them 

Are the dead forgotten, 

Stones and bones alone remaining. 
So is this not 

A lot of nonsense? 


(Bhikkhu Khantipalo) 


’ Spiritual Values 


Julian Huxley says: “Life should lead to the ful- 
filment of innumerable possibilities — physical, 
mental, spiritual and so forth — what man is 
capable of. And humanity is capable of greater 
and nobler things.” 


You are born into this world to do some 
good and not to pass your time in idleness. I’ 
you are indolent, then you are a burden to 
this world. You must always think of rising 
higher in goodness and wisdom. You will be 
abusing the privileges of becoming a human 
being if you do not prove yourself worthy of 
the merit which brought you here. To waste 
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one’s existence in grieving over the past, in 
idleness and heedlessness is to show his 
unfitness for this world. 


The tree of civilization has its ‘roots deep 
in spiritual values which most of us have 
not realised. Without these roots the leaves 
withered would have fallen and left the tree a 
lifeless stump. 


The Buddha advised us not to be lazy, but 
to get up and do some work and try to gain 
some income and protect what we have 
earned without neglecting or wasting it. 
The Buddha saw worldly life in its proper 
perspective, without any selfish or egoistic 
attitude. On the other hand, enlightened 
religious teachers explained that if we allow 
this life to go round and round in the cycle of 
birth and death, while suffering physically 
and mentally, there is no real purpose of this 
life. But we can make use of this life for a 
better purpose by being of service to others, 
by cultivating morality, by training the mind 
and living as cultured men in peace and 
harmony with the rest of the world. According 
to the Buddha, human beings are not 
puppets devoid of responsibilities. Man is 
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regarded as the highest fruit of the tree of 
evolution. Our ancient philosophy, however, 
expresses the purpose of life in this way: 
“Leading from darkness to light, from untruth 
to truth and from death to deathlessness.” 
These simple yet meaningful words give us 
much food for thought. 


Immortality after Death 


All the questions man asks about his life 
are related to the reality of death; he differs 
from all other creatures, it would seem, in 
being aware of his own death and in never 
being fully reconciled to sharing the natural 
fate of all other living organisms. If only 
man can understand that life is short and 
that death is inevitable, he can solve many 
problems pertaining to life. In his resistance 
to death, man’ has achieved some pro- 
longation of life which may be equated to 
a child playing by the sea-side, working 
desperately to build up his sand-castle 
before the next wave breaks over it. Man has 
often made death the centre of religious 
objects and invoking heavenly blessings for 
the gaining of everlasting life. 
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Death happens to all living beings, but 
man alone has created, out of his constant 
fear and threat of death, a will to endure. And 
out of the desire for continuity in all their 
conceivable forms, man has created religion, 
which in turn, has attempted to give a more 
meaningful end to life. 


Although certain religions believe in 
the existence of heavenly abodes where life 
would be one perpetual bliss, we have yet 
to hear that the devout followers of any 
particular religion were at all keen to give 
up their earthly existence to be with the 
Almighty in heaven. Similarly, even Bud- 
dhists would prefer to cling on to their 
precious earthly existence although they 
fully realise that life in this world is nothing 
but suffering, and that the ultimate bliss is 
liberation from suffering. 


The biggest problem faced in many 
countries today is the problem of population 
explosion. Ways and means will have to be 
found to curb this perpetual swelling of this 
stream of life. These millions need food, 
shelter, comfort and security. To these people 
the question is not “what is the purpose of 
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life” but “what to do with life’. The simple 
answer is that one should make the best use 
of life and its resources and find whatever 
happiness that one can grasp in a practical 
and righteous manner rather than worrying 
unduly on the metaphysical proposition of 
the mystical purpose of life. However, religion 
steps in to console man, or rather awaken 
him to the fact that life is not dreary and 
hopeless, as often viewed on the basis of the 
physical aspect alone. There is a hope for a 
better life. 


All the progress in this world made by man 
is due to the fact that he realises he is mortal 
and that he would like to leave his mark 
behind after he is gone. If man were to achieve 
immortality and his days on earth were 
endless, he would be inclined to take things 
easy and lose all incentives or initiatives to 
progress; there would be no desire for him to 
make the world a better place than when he 
found it. If there was no death, life would 
become stagnant, monotonous, unspeakably 
burdensome and boring. If man is given the 
insight to realise and know the time of his 
death, he would definitely act differently from 
what he is doing presently. 
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“Man's body turns to dust, but his influence persists” 
— (Buddha) 


Even though our ancestors are dead and 
gone, we can assume that they still exist 
amongst us, not physically, but through the 
influence created by them in the past from 
generation to generation — their influence 
persists. By the term ‘ancestors’ we refer not 
only to our forebears but also to all those who 
had contributed for the welfare and happiness 
of others. In this sense, we can say that the 
heroes, sages, philosophers and poets of days 
gone by are still existing amongst us — through 
their influence. As we link ourselves to these 
martyrs and thinkers we come to share their 
wisest thoughts, the noble ideals and even 
fascinating music of the centuries! 


The cry of a man’s heart for a purpose is 
the dim recognition of the nature of life. 
When a man comprehends within himself 
his divine or noble nature, he no longer 
cries for a purpose of life, for he realizes that 
he is himself that very purpose. 


Thinking people have realized that the 
course of human history is determined not 
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by what happens in the skies, but by what 
takes place in the hearts of men. 


The Buddha said that there is no other 
supernatural living being higher than the 
perfect man. 


Man can and must raise himself above 
the limitation of his individuality, but he 
cannot raise himself above the laws and 
principal characteristics of his kind. 


Make the best use of life 


The important point about life is that we have 
it and therefore we must make the best use of 
it. This indeed is the great value of life, the 
opportunity of making the maximum use of 
it. Many people lead narrow, unhappy and 
depressed lives because they do not try to 
make the best use of life; most of the time they 
spend by worrying, and struggling for survival, 
working like slaves, confronting enormous 
problems and hindrances. We spend more 
energy in a battlefield — fighting for survival, 
fighting for power, fighting for gain, fighting for 
name, fighting for pleasure and fighting to be 
free from danger. Occasionally we do gain a 


26 The Purpose of Life and Human Dignity 


little bit of momentary emotional satisfaction 
but every pleasure inevitably ends with 
suffering. 


Look at the world, and you can see how 
people are fighting against each other, bomb- 
ing, hijacking, and harming one another. The 
whole world is like a mad house. People have 
forgotten their good human character and 
have allowed crookedness, cruelty, cheating, 
robbing, harbouring of anger, grudge, greed 
and ignorance to reign over them. Apparently 
there is no room in man’s mind to cultivate 
good thoughts. How then can one find peace, 
happiness and contentment in a battlefield in 
which one is continually fighting either for gain 
or escapism from danger? “Man’s inhumanity 
to man makes countless thousands mourn”. 


If you can understand the real nature of 
life and the world, then you can readily 
understand why it is absolutely necessary to 
attain liberation — Nibbana — and you would 
not delay your effort for attainment of this 
blissful state. Today you are fighting to 
escape from suffering through a worldly way, 
which is a losing battle. However, if you try to 
get rid of your suffering by developing the 
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spiritual aspect of your life, then you can find 
real peace. That is Nibbana. 


Worldly Pleasures 


We know there are many in this world, even 
amongst Buddhists, who are not prepared to 
work for the attainment of Nibbana. For this 
reason, some have introduced their own ver- 
sion of “Nibbana” as a paradise where people 
can enjoy everlasting sensual pleasures. 
Such an introduction will appeal to those 
who have a very strong craving and attach- 
ment to their life and worldly pleasures. They 
cannot understand that such a concept of 
“Nibbana” is but a dream. Nevertheless, 
worldly people always think and pray for this 
kind of “Nibbana”. On the other hand, there 
are also people who think that it is better to 
remain in this world inspite of all sorts of 
sufferings in order to enjoy their life. They are 
ignorant. They fail to understand that due to 
their cravings and attachments which they 
have developed, they are unable to appre- 
ciate the fact that Nibbanic bliss is the real 
everlasting bliss and that other worldly 
conditions which they consider as happiness 
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cannot relieve them of physical and mental 
suffering. 


According to the Buddha, it is due to ignor- 
ance that people crave for existence within 
this “Samsara” (cycle of birth and death) while 
enduring suffering and running after a mirage 
in a perpetual search for something to please 
their senses. They should learn to calm their 
senses instead of placating them by fleeting 
indulgences. 


Endless World System 


Some people think that if all of us attain 
Nibbana, this world will be an empty place 
and that there won't be anybody to work for 
the progress of this world. This is a shallow 
idea appearing in the minds of such people 
who lack the real knowledge of living beings. 


They should understand that this world 
will never become empty since very few wise 
people will be able to attain Nibbana. As far 
as world systems are concerned, there is no 
limit to them. And there is no such thing 
as either the beginning or the end of world 
systems and the universe. World systems will 
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always appear and disappear. When one world 
system disappears, another is born. The dis- 
persed world systems reappear due to com- 
bination of molecules and energies. Living 
beings who have departed from other world 
systems also come into existence due to the 
recombination of these elements, energies 
and their mental formation with karmic 
energies. One should not think that there are 
only a limited number of living beings who 
appear and disappear again and again in this 
universe. Living beings are numerically 
unlimited and infinite. 


Progress and Pollution 


Are we really working here for the progress 
of this world? We may think so but we are 
actually damaging this world. We have dis- 
covered many gadgets to destroy this world. 
Nature has produced so many things here in 
this world. To achieve our own ends, we are 
destroying the natural beauty of this earth. 
We are polluting the atmosphere, the water 
and the air. We are destroying plant life as 
well as all animal lives. We should not 
assume that we as human beings are the 
only ones who have got the right to live on 
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this earth. Each and every other living being 
too has got an equal right to live here. But 
we deprive other beings of their privileges. 
Not only that, even within our own human 
community, one race will try to topple the 
other race, hindering their progress and not 
allowing others to live in peace. They declare 
wars and start to slaughter.one another in 
the name of patriotism. 


As long as human beings have polluted 
minds there will be no peace on earth. It is 
due to the existence of such people that 
this earth has become a place of turmoil. 
Today we see blood-baths all over the world. 
Each and every person is planning to swindle 
another person. Selfish ideas always prevail 
in their minds. One man cannot trust another 
man. They view others with suspicion in their 
hearts. One cannot understand the real 
character or motive of another man. 


Man is responsible 


People always talk about the uncertainty of 
the world situation. Who is responsible for 
this unfortunate situation? Is there anybody 
else other than the so-called smart man? 
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How can we expect a better and peaceful 
world if men behave as uncultured persons? 
How can we enjoy our life in this uncertain 
world? Scientists seek to conquer nature for 
their own material ends. Religions and 
philosophy aspire to live in harmony with 
nature for peace of mind and spiritual 
achievement. You cannot change worldly 
conditions according to your wishes but you 
can change your mind to develop content- 
ment to find happiness. A man who is 
absorbed in seeking only worldly satisfaction 
will never reach higher knowledge, for it 
cannot be found without strenuous search. 
Materialism degrades man to the brute state 
while religion elevates him into the divine or 
noble state. In a materialistic regime men 
become slaves to their senses. Naturally most 
people dislike to face the true facts of life. 
They like to lull themselves into a false sense 
of security by sweet dreaming, imagination 
and take the shadow for the substance. The 
Buddha’s attitude to worldly powers and 
worldly pleasures is best described thus: 
“Better than absolute sovereignty over the 
earth, better than going to heaven, better 
than even lordship over the worlds, is. the fruit 
of a stream winner — the first stage of 
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perfection.” By spending his life only for 
the material worldly progress to feed his 
insatiable desire it is impossible for man to 
see the end of unsatisfactoriness in his life. 
According to the Buddha, this world is based 
on conflict, friction or unsatisfactoriness and 
impermanence. Again, he says that the way to 
worldly gain is one thing and that to Nibbana 
is another. 


The Man and His Honey 


Here is a small parable to help us under- 
stand the real nature of life and worldly 
pleasure: A man had lost his way whilst he 
was going through a thick forest covered with 
thorns and rocks. Then he was confronted by 
a huge elephant which started to chase him. 
He ran for his life. While he was running he 
saw a well and thought that this would be 
a good place for him to escape from the 
elephant. But very unfortunately he saw a big 
poisonous snake at the bottom of the well. 
But since there was no other way of escape 
from the elephant he jumped into the well 
and managed to cling to a thick thorny 
creeper that was growing on the side wall of 
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the well. While he was hanging on to the 
creeper he saw two mice, a white one and a 
dark one. To his horror he saw that these two 
mice were slowly nibbling at the creeper to 
which he was holding on. He however found 
a beehive closeby from which occasional 
drops of honey-trickled down. 


Facing his death in three different ways in 
that precarious position, he greedily started 
to taste the honey drops. Then someone 
passed by and, seeing the pathetic situation 
of this poor man, volunteered to give a 
helping hand to save his life. But this greedy 
and foolish man refused to listen to him 
because of the irresistible taste of the honey 
he was enjoying. The taste of the honey had 
intoxicated him to the point that he preferred 
to ignore the dangerous position he was 
facing. 


Here in this parable, the thorny path of 
the forest is equated to Samsara (the wheel of 
existence). The thorny path of Samsara is a very 
uncertain and troublesome one. It is not so 
easy for a person to carry on his life through 
the rough and tough jungle of Samsara. The 
elephant here represents death. Death always 
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follows us and makes us unhappy; our old 
age also creates unhappiness and insecurity 
in our minds. The creeper is our birth. Just as 
a creeper goes on growing and coiling with 
other plants, so also our birth goes on 
accumulating, holding, clinging to so many 
other superfluous things in this world. The 
two white and dark mice represent day and 
night respectively. From the very day that we 
were born to this world, the passage of day 
and night goes on cutting and shortening our 
life span. The drops of honey are the fleeting 
sensual worldly pleasures which tempt man to 
remain in this impermanent and uncertain 
world. The kind man who came to give his 
helping hand to show him the correct path 
and to get rid of his dangerous situation was 
the Buddha. 


A man who thinks that it is better for him 
to remain in this world to enjoy worldly life 
without trying to attain Nibbana, is exactly 
like this foolish man who refused the offer to 
escape from the dangerous situation of his 
life just to taste a little bit of honey. # 
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4 Life is uncertain — Death is certain 


44 ife is uncertain — Death is certain” 

This is a well known saying in 
L Buddhism. Knowing very well that 
death is certain and it is a natural phenomenon 
that everyone has to face, we should not be 
afraid of death. Yet, instinctively, all of us fear 
death because we do not know how to think of 
its inevitability. We like to cling to our life and 
body and so develop too much craving and 
attachment. 

A child comes into this world bringing joy 
and happiness unto all near and dear ones. Even 
the mother who had to bear extreme labour 
pains is pleased and delighted to behold her 
new-born child. She feels that all the trouble 
and pain borne by her were well worth it. 
However, by crying, the child seems to suggest 
it too has its share of suffering for coming into 
this world. The child grows into an adolescent 
and later into an adult, performing all sorts of 
good and bad deeds. He eventually grows old 
and finally bids farewell to this world leaving 
his kith and kin in deep sorrow. Such is the 
nature of existence of a human being. People 
try to evade and escape from the clutches of 
death but no one is able to do so. At the 
moment of death, they have their minds 
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hovering over their hoard of acquired wealth, 
unduly worrying about their dear children 
surrounding them. Last but not least, they keep 
evincing much concern over their own precious 
bodies, which, despite the tender care and 
attention, lavished by them are now worn out, 
decaying and exhausted. It grieves one’s 
heart to separate oneself from the body. It is 
unbearable though unavoidable. This is the way 
most people take leave of this world - with 
moans and groans. The pangs of death are 
considered dreadful, an attitude fed by 
ignorance. 


Fear of Death 

Men are disturbed not by external things, but 
by beliefs and imaginations they conjure up in 
their minds with regard to the form of their future 
lives. Death, for example, is not by itself 
dreadful: the dread or terror exists only in our 
minds. It is not often that we are brave enough 
to come face to face with the thought 
of our own mortality. Insistence upon the truth 
of suffering may seem horrible and unaccept- 
able to the mind which is unable to face 
realities, but it certainly helps to reduce or 
eliminate the dread of fear by knowing how to 
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face death. Once life is launched, like a bullet 
it rushes to its destination - death. Realizing 
thus, we must bravely face that natural 
occurrence. To be considered free in life, we 
must also be free from the fear of death. Fear 
only comes to those who are not able to 
comprehend the laws of Nature. “Wheresoever 
fear arises, it arises in the fool, not in the wise 
man,” says the Buddha in the Anguttara Nikaya. 
Fears are nothing more than states of mind. 
Remember what science teaches us about the 
process of dying? It is only a physiological 
erosion of the human body. We needlessly 
frighten ourselves with imagined or anticipated 
horrors which never come to pass. As a 
famous physician, Sir William Osler puts it: 
“In my wide clinical experience, most human 
beings die really without pain or fear.” 

A veteran nurse once said: “It has always 
seemed to me a major tragedy that so many 
people go through life haunted by the fear of 
death — only to find when it comes that it’s as 
natural as life itself. For few are afraid to die 
when they get to the very end. In all my 
experience only one seemed to feel any terror 
—a woman who had done her sister a wicked 
thing which it was too late to put right.” 


Fear of Death . 7 


“Something strange and beautiful happens 
to men and women when they come to the end 
of the road. All fear, all horror disappears. | 
have often watched a look of happy wonder 
dawn in their eyes when they realise this is true. 
It is all part of the goodness of Nature.” 

Attachment to life on earth creates the 
unnatural fear of death. It creates strong 
anxiety on life; the man who will never take 
risks even for what is right. He lives in fear 
worrying that some illness or accident might 
snuff out the precious little life he cherishes. 
Realizing that death is inevitable, the one who 
loves life on earth will go into a devout prayer 
expressing the hope that his soul will survive in 
heaven. No man can be happy in such a 
tempest of fear and hope. Yet it is hard to 
despise or ignore these manifestations of the 
instinct for self-preservation. There is however 
a method of overcoming this fear. Forget the 
concept of self; turn one’s love of the inward 
outwards, i.e. provide humanitarian service and 
to shower love on others. Whoever constantly 
keeps in mind the fact that he would someday 
be subjected to death and that death is 
inevitable, would be eager to fulfil his duties to 
his fellow human beings before death, and this 
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would certainly make him heedful in respect of 
this world and the next. Being engrossed in 
service to others, you will soon release yourself 
from the heavy selfish attachments, hopes, 
vanity, pride and self-righteousness. 


IIIness and Death 

Both illness and death~are natural 
happenings in our lives and must be accepted 
as such with understanding. According to 
modern psychological theory, undue mental 
stress is caused by our refusal to face and 
accept life’s realities. This undue stress, 
unless overcome or subdued, actually causes 
grave physical illness. Maintaining a sense of 
undue worry and despair over an illness will 
certainly make it worse. As for death, it must 
never be feared by those who are pure in heart 
and action. We are all a combination of mind 
and matter and as such there is actually no 
individual self to die. The kammic reactions 
arising from past evil deeds may linger with us 
on our rebirth thus causing us to shoulder the 
kammic sufferings in a new life. Such an even- 
tuality can be obviated if we make every effort 
to acquire merit by leading a virtuous 
life and by doing meritorious deeds wherever 
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and whenever possible. By doing so we can 
face death bravely and realistically since in 
accordance with the teachings of Buddhism 
there is no ‘saviour’ upon whom we could 
entrust our burdens in order to relieve ourselves 
from the consequences of our wrong actions. 
We should constantly remind ourselves of the 
Buddha's advice: “Be ye refuges and islands 
unto yourselves; labour on with diligence.” 
Buddhists should not go into grief and deep 
mourning over the deaths of relatives and 
friends. There can be no halting of the wheel 
of circumstance. When aman dies, the kammic 
sequence of his conduct passes on into a new 
being. Kith and kin, friends and relatives can 
accompany the dead body up to the grave, but 
not further. Only a man’s deeds, good or bad, 
go forth with him. Those left behind should 
bear their bereavement with calmness and 
understanding. Death is an inevitable process 
of this world. That is the one thing which is 
certain in this universe. Forests may be turned 
into cities and cities into sand dunes. Where 
mountains exist, a lake may be formed. 
Uncertainty exists everywhere but death is 
certain. All else is momentary. We had our 
forefathers, and they in their turn had their own, 


10 Life is uncertain — Death is certain 


but where are they all now? They have all 
passed away. 

Let not the sophisticated assume that a 
pessimistic view of life is being presented here. 
This is the most realistic view of all realisms. 
Why should we be unrealistic and blind our 
eyes to real facts? For does not death consume 
everything? It certainly does. Let this not be 
forgotten. The role of death is to make every 
man aware of his destiny; that however high he 
may be placed, whatever advanced aid in 
technology or medical science he may have, 
his end is all the same, either in a coffin or 
merely reduced to a handful of ashes. The 
sequence of birth and death is a continuing 
process until we become perfect. 


Man’s Influence Persists 

The Buddha said: “Man’s body turns to dust, 
but his name or influence persists.” The 
influence of a past life is sometimes more 
far-reaching, more potent than that held by 
the living body with certain limitations. We 
occasionally act on thoughts inspired by 
personalities whose mortal remains have turned 
to dust. In our accomplishments, such thoughts 
also play an important role. Every living 
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person is deemed a composite of all his 
ancestors who have gone before him. In this 
sense, we may assume that the past heroes, 
great philosophers, sages, poets and musicians 
of every race are still with us. As we link our 
selves to the past martyrs and thinkers, we are 
able to share their wise thoughts, their noble 
ideals and even the imperishable music of the 
ages. Even though their bodies are dead, their 
influence lives on. The body is nothing but an 
abstract generalisation for a constantly chang- 
ing combination of chemical constituents. Man 
must realize that his life is but a drop in an ever- 
flowing river and must be happy to contribute 
his part to the great stream which is called life. 

Not knowing the nature of his life, man is 
sunk in the mud of ignorance of this world. He 
weeps and wails. But when he realises what his 
true nature is, he renounces all transient things 
and seeks the Eternal state. Prior to achieving 
the Eternal state he will have to face death again 
and again. Since death itself is meaningless, 
man should not try to overcome the continu- 
ous repeated births and deaths. 

According to Buddhism, this is not the first 
and last life we have in this world. If you do 
good with confidence, you can have a better 
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future life. On the other hand, if you feel that 
you do not want to be reborn again and again, 
you should work towards this end by making 
every effort to develop the mind by eradicating 
all. craving and other mental impurities. 


Buddhist Philosophy 

The Noble saint who has attained the stage of 
highest perfection does not weep at the 
passing away of those dear and near to him as 
he has completely eradicated his emotional 
feelings. Ven. Anuruddha, who was an Arahant, 
did not weep at the passing away of the 
Buddha. However, Ven. Ananda, who was at 
that time only a Sotapanna, having attained only 
the first stage of sainthood, could not but 
express his deep sorrow. The weeping bhikkhu 
had to be reminded of the Buddha’s view on 
situations of this nature, as follows:- 


“Has not the Buddha told us, Ananda, that 
what is born, what comes to being, and what 
is put together, is subject to dissolution? That 
is the nature of all conditioned formations; to 
arise and pass away — Having once arisen they 
must pass away — And when such formations 
cease completely, then comes Peace Supreme.” 


Cause of Sorrow . 13 


These words describe the foundation on which 
the structure of Buddhist philosophy is built. 


Cause of Sorrow 

The cause of our grief and sorrow is Attach- 
ment in all its various forms. If we want to 
overcome sorrow, we have to give up attach- 
ment - attachment not only to persons but also 
to possessions. This is the ultimate truth; this 
is the lesson that death signifies. Attachment 
provides us many things to satisfy our emotion 
and to lead a worldly life. But the same attach- 
ment becomes in the end the cause of all our 
sorrows. Unless we learn this lesson, death can 
strike us and fill us with terror. The fact is 
beautifully illustrated by the Buddha, who said: 
- “Death will take away a man though he is 
attached to his children and his possessions, 
just as a great flood takes away a sleeping 
village.” 

This saying implies that if the village had not 
been asleep but remained awake and alert, the 
havoc created by the flood could have been 
avoided. 


Death is Universal 
Let us now examine how the Buddha solved 
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this problem for two persons who, through 
attachment, were both deeply grieved by death. 
One person was Kisagotami. Her only child 
had died after being attacked by a serpent. She 
went to the Buddha carrying the dead child in 
her arms to ask for help. The Buddha asked her 
to bring a few mustard seeds from a family 
where no one had died. But she could not find 
such a family. Every house she visited was either 
in mourning or had mourned over a death at 
one time or another. Then she realized the bitter 
truth: that death is universal. Death strikes all 
and spares none. Sorrow is the heritage of 
everyone. 

The other person whom the Buddha advised 
was Patacara. Her case was sadder. Within a 
short period she lost her two children, husband, 
brother, parents, and all her possessions. 
Losing her senses, she ran naked and wild in 
the streets until she met the Buddha. The 
Buddha brought her back to sanity by explain- 
ing that death is to be expected as a natural 
phenomenon in all living beings. 

“You have suffered from similar situations, 
not once, Patacara, but many times during your 
previous existences. Fora long time you 
suffered due to the deaths of a father, a mother, 
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children or relatives. While you were thus 
suffering, you indeed shed more tears than there 
is water in the ocean.” 

At the end of the talk, Patacara realised the 
uncertainty of life. Both Patacara and 
Kisagotami comprehended suffering and each 
learned through their tragic experiences. By 
deeply understanding the First‘Noble Truth of 
“suffering”, the other three Noble Truths were 
also understood. “Whoso monks, comprehends 
suffering,” said the Buddha, “also comprehends 
the arising of suffering, the cessation of 
suffering, and the path leading to the cessation 
of suffering.” 


The Five Aggregates 

Death is the dissolution of Khandhas. The 
Khandhas are the five aggregates of perception, 
sensation, mental formations, Consciousness 
and corporeality or matter. The first four are 
mental aggregates or nama, forming the unit of 
consciousness. The fifth, rupa is the material 
or physical aggregate. This psycho-physical 
combination is conventionally named an 
individual, person or ego. Therefore what 
entities that exist are not individuals as such, 
but the two primary constituents of mind and 
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matter, which are rare phenomena. We do not 
see the five aggregates as phenomena but as an 
entity because of our deluded minds, and our 
innate desire to treat these as a self in order to 
pander to our self-importance. 

We will be able to see things as they truly 
are if we only have patience and the will to do 
so. If we turn inwards to the recesses of our 
own minds and note with just that bare atten- 
tion, note objectively without projecting an ego 
in the process, and then cultivate this practice 
for a sufficient length of time, as laid down by 
the Buddha in the Sati Patthana Sutta, then we 
will see these five aggregates, not as an entity, 
but as a series of physical and mental processes. 
Then we will not mistake the superficial for the 
real. We will then see that these aggregates 
arise and disappear in rapid succession, never 
being the same for two consecutive moments, 
never static but always in a state of flux, never 
being but always becoming. 


Rebirth 

The four mental aggregates, viz, consciousness 
and the three other groups of mental factors 
forming Nama or the unit of consciousness, go 
on uninterruptedly, arising and disappearing as 
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before, but not in the same setting, because 
that setting is no more. They have to find 
immediately a fresh physical base as it were, 
with which to function — a fresh material layer 
appropriate and suitable for all the aggregates 
to function in harmony. Kamma acts as a law 
and this law operates to re-set the aggregates 
after death. The result is “re-birth”. 


A Bundle of Elements and Energies 

In brief, the combination of the five 
aggregates is called birth. Existence of these 
aggregates as a bundle is called life. Dissolu- 
tion of these things is called death. And 
recombination of these aggregates is called 
rebirth. However, it is not easy for an ordinary 
man to understand how these so called 
aggregates could recombine. A proper under- 
standing of the nature of elements, mental 
energies and the law of Kamma and co-opera- 
tion of cosmic energies is important in this 
respect. To some, this is a simple and natural 
occurrence. To them death means the separa- 
tion of the five elements and thereafter nothing 
remains. To some, it means transmigration of 
the soul from one body to another; and to 
others, it means indefinite suspension of the 
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soul; in other words, waiting for the Day of 
Judgment. To Buddhists, however, death is 
nothing but a temporary end of a temporary 
phenomenon. It is not the complete annihila- 
tion of this so-called being. 


Causes of Death 
According to Buddhism, Death can occur in any 
one of these four ways. 


It can be due to the exhaustion of the 
life span assigned to beings of that 
particular species. This type of death is 
called Ayukkhaya; 

It can be due to the exhaustion of 
the Kammic energy that caused the 
birth of the deceased. This is called 
Kamma-kkhaya; 

It can be due to the simultaneous 
exhaustion of the above mentioned two 
causes — Ubhayakkhaya; and 

Lastly, it can be due to external circum- 
stances, viz, accidents, untimely 
happenings — working of natural 
phenomena or due to a Kamma of a 
previous existence not referred to in (ii). 
This is called Upacchedake. 
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There is an excellent analogy to explain these 
four types of death. It is the analogy of the 
oil lamp. The light in the oil lamp can be 
extinguished due to any one of four causes:- 


The wick in the lamp burns up. This is 
likened to death through the exhaustion 
of the life span; 


The consummation of the oil in the lamp 
is likened to death through exhaustion 
of the Kammic energy; 


The consummation of the oil in the lamp 
and the burning off of the wick at 
the same time — is likened to death 
occurring through the combination of 
causes described in (i) and (ii) occurring 
simultaneously; and 

The effect of external factors such as the 


wind blowing out the light — is likened 
to death caused through external factors. 


Therefore, Kamma alone is not the cause of 
death. There are external contributory causes 
also.. The Buddha’s teaching categorically states 
that Kamma does not explain all happenings in 
our lives. 
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Face Facts 

How should one best face this unavoidable 
occurrence? By being forewarned — that is, by 
reflecting that death will, and must come sooner 
or later. This does not mean that Buddhists 
should view life with gloom. Death is real, and 
has to be faced — and Buddhism is a religion 
of reason that trains its followers to face facts, 
however unpleasant they may be. The Founder 
of the Sikh religion Guru Nanak said “The world 
is afraid of death, to me it brings bliss.” It clearly 
shows that great and noble people are not afraid 
of death but are prepared to accept it. Many 
great people have sacrificed their lives for the 
welfare of others. Their names are recorded in 
the history of the world in golden letters for 
posterity. 


Death is Inevitable 

It is rather paradoxical that although we so 
often see death taking its toll of lives, we 
seldom pause to reflect that we too can 
similarly sooner or later be victims of death. 
With our strong attachment to life, we are 
disinclined to carry with us the morbid thought, 
although a reality, that death is an absolute 
certainty. We prefer to put off this awful thought 
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behind us as far away as possible — deluding 
ourselves that death is a far-away phenomenon, 
something not to be worried about. We should 
be courageous enough to face facts. We must 
be prepared to face stark reality. Death is a 
factual happening. If we appreciate such even- 
tualities and equip ourselves with the realisa- 
tion that death is inevitable; even that has to be 
accepted as a normal occurrence and not as a 
dreaded event which we should be able to 
face when it eventually comes, with calmness, 
courage and confidence. 


Our Duties and Responsibilities 

With the certain knowledge that death will 
ultimately overtake us one day, we should 
decide, with the same calmness, courage and 
confidence, to discharge our duties and 
responsibilities towards our immediate 
dependants. We should not procrastinate our 
responsible duties. We should not leave things 
for tomorrow when they can be done today. 
We should make good use of time and spend 
our lives usefully. Our duties to our. wives, 
husbands and children deserves priority. and 
should be performed in due time. We should 
execute our last will and testament, without 
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waiting for the last moment, so that we may not 
cause undue distress, difficulties and problems 
to our families due to our neglect. Death may 
call at any time — it is no respecter of person or 
time. We should be able to face this ultimate 
event bravely with hope and confidence if we 
prepare for the next existence. 


Craving and Ignorance 

Can death be overcome? The answer is - Yes! 
Death exists because of birth. This repetition 
of countless births is called Samsara. If this 
cycle of existence is to be stopped, it can be 
cut off only at the stage of Avijja (Ignorance) 
and Tanha (Craving) — These are the roots in 
this cycle of births and have to be exterminated. 
Therefore, if we cut off Craving and Ignorance 
- birth is overcome, death conquered, Samsara 
is transcended and Nibbana attained. 


We should try to understand that everything 
in this universe is uncertain. Existence is only 
a vision. When we analyse everything either 
scientifically or philosophically, in the end we 
find nothing but void. 


“To be afraid of dying is like being afraid of 
discarding an old worn-out garment”. (Gandhi) 
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It is hard to bear the loss of people whom 
we love because of our attachment to them. 
This happened to Visakha a well-known lady 
devotee during the time of the Buddha. When 
she lost her beloved grand-daughter she visited 
the Buddha to seek advice in her sorrow. 


‘Visakha, would you like to have as many 
sons and grandsons as there are children in 
this town?’ asked the Buddha. ‘Yes, Sir, | 
would indeed!’ 


‘Then, Visakha, in such a case would you 
cry for all of them when they die? Visakha, 
those who have a hundred things beloved, 
they have a hundred sorrows. He who has 
nothing beloved, has no sorrow. Such 
persons are free from sorrow.’ 


When we develop attachment, we also must 
be prepared to pay the price of sorrow when 
separation takes place. 

The love of life can sometimes develop into 
a morbid fear of death. .We will not take any 
risks even for a rightful cause. We live in fear 
that an illness or accident will put an end to 
our seemingly precious life. Realising that death 
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is a certainty, we hope and pray for the 
survival of the soul in heaven for our own 
security and preservation. Such beliefs are 
based on strong craving for continued existence. 

Each and every individual should be aware 
of the role of death in his or her destiny. 
Whether royalty or commoner, rich or poor, 
strong or weak, a man’s final resting place for 
his body is either in a coffin lying buried six 
feet underground or in an urn or in the water. 

All human beings face and share the same 
fate. Due to ignorance of the true nature of 
life, we often weep and wail. When once we 
realise the true nature of life, we can face the 
impermanence of all component things and 
seek liberation. Until and unless we achieve 
our liberation from worldly conditions, we will 
have to face death over and over again. And 
in this respect, too, the role of death is very 
clear. If a person finds death to be unbearable, 
then he should make every endeavour to over- 
come this cycle of birth and death. 


Contemplation on Death 

Why should we think about death? Why 
should we contemplate it? Not only did the 
Buddha encourage us to speak about death, he 
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also encouraged us to contemplate it and 
reflect on it regularly. That which is born will 
die. The mind and body which arise at the time 
of conception develop, grow and mature. In 
other words, they follow the process of ageing. 
We call it growing up at first, then growing old, 
but it is just a single process of maturing, 
developing, and evolving ultimately towards 
inevitable death. 

Today, according to a world record, about 
200,000 people die, on the average, everyday. 
Apparently about 70 million people die every 
year. 

We are not used to contemplate death or 
come to terms with it. What we usually do is 
to avoid it and live as if we were never going 
to die. As long as there is fear of death, life 
itself is not being lived to its fullest and at its 
best. So one of the very fundamental reasons 
for contemplating death, for making this reality 
fully conscious, is that of overcoming fear. The 
contemplation of death is not for making us 
depressed or morbid; it is rather for the 
purpose of helping to free ourselves from fear. 

The second reason is that contemplation of 
death will change the way we live and our 
attitudes towards life. The values that we have 
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in life will change quite drastically once we stop 
living as if we are going to live forever, and we 
will start living in a quite different way. 

The third reason is to develop the ability 
to approach and face death in the right and 
peaceful way. 

The contemplation of death has three-fold 
benefits: 
¢ relieving fear; 
¢ bringing a new quality to our lives, enabling 

us to live our lives with proper values; and 
¢ enabling us to die in dignity. 

It enables us to live a good life and die a 

good death. What else do we need? 


The contemplation on the following factors 
are encouraged in Buddhism: 

¢ | am of the nature to age, | have not gone 
beyond ageing; 

¢ lam of the nature to sicken, | have not gone 
beyond sickness; 

e Iam subjected to my own kamma and | am 
not free from kammic effects; 

¢ | am of the nature to die, | have not gone 
beyond dying; and 

¢ All that is mine, beloved and pleasing, will 
change, will become otherwise, will become 
separated from me. 


Death is Part of Life 3 


‘When we contemplate this reality with a 
peaceful mind and bring it into consciousness, 
it has a powerful effect in overcoming the fear 
of old age, sickness, death and separation. 
It is not for making us morbid, rather it is for 
freeing ourselves from fear. That is why we 
contemplate death: it is not that we are eagerly 
looking forward to dying, but that we want to 
live and die without fear. 


Death is Part of Life 

Death comes to all and is part of our life cycle. 
Some die in their prime, others in old age, but 
all must inevitably die. Uninvited we came 
into this world and unbidden we leave it. 
Inevitably | am going to die — so does every- 
body, every plant, every form, every living 
being, which follows the same path. Soon it 
will be autumn, the leaves will fall off the trees. 
We do not cry, it is natural, that is what the 
leaves are supposed to do at the end of the 
season. Human beings experience the same 
thing. 

Religious people usually have less fear of 
death than very materialistic people, because 
materialists are particularly interested only in 
this life to satisfy their five-fold senses. 
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But from the Buddhist perspective, death 
is not the end and each birth too is not the 
beginning of a life. In fact death is the 
beginning of life and conversely birth is the 
ending of life. It is just one part of a whole 
process, a whole cyclic process of birth, death, 
rebirth and -dying again. If one has some 
understanding of this on-going process, death 
begins to lose its ability to create morbid terror, 
because it is not so final after all. It is only the 
end of a cycle; just one cycle along the way 
and then the way continues ad infinitum with 
other cycles. The leaves fall off the trees, but 
it is not the end. They go back to the soil and 
nourish the roots; next year the tree has new 
leaves. The same can be said of human life. 
Conditioned by the moment of death is rebirth. 
An understanding of this basic principle helps 
to relieve ourselves of the fear about death. 


Living Consciously 

We live our lives in many foolish ways without 
even considering how much time we waste for 
nothing. How much time have we wasted 
today worrying about next year, about the next 
twenty years, thinking about the future, to the 
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extent that we have not been fully living even 
this very day? 

And our values in life will change. What is 
important in life? What is motivating us? What 
is the driving factor in our lives? If we really 
contemplate death it may cause us to recon- 
sider our values: It does not matter how much 
money we have for we cannot take any of it 
with us. Even our own body has to be left behind 
for others to dispose of in one way or another; 
it is just a heap of refuse left behind. We can- 
not take our precious body with us when we 
leave this world. 

The quality of life is more important than 
mere material acquisitions. The quality of life 
is primarily the quality of our minds. How we 
are living today may be more important to us 
than many other external things. But the con- 
dition for rebirth, and that of rebirth is condi- 
tioned by death and the quality of the mind. 
This is one thing we take with us. This is the 
one inheritance that we do not leave behind 
for others: 


| am the owner of my kamma, heir to my 
kamma, 


Born of my kamma, related to my kamma, 


30 Life is uncertain - Death is certain 


abide and supported by my kamma. 


Whatever kamma | shall do, for good or 
for ill, 


of that | will be the heir. 


All that which will follow us will be the 
qualities that we develop within us, the quali- 
ties of mind, the spiritual qualities and the good 
or bad qualities. These are all what we inherit. 
These are the conditions which will determine 
our rebirth and shape the future. These in turn 
will give rise to a new value in our lives. We 
may enjoy the millions we have already gained 
but it is more important that we live more 
peacefully and start to build up some virtuous 
qualities. It can have a very good effect on the 
way we live our lives and on the values we 
develop. It is not just a matter of being 
successful; it is how we become successful. 


Dying a Good Death 

Having considered all of these, if dying 
becomes no longer an alarming event but an 
actual experience, we can with confidence face 
it. Not only that we can also do a lot towards 
dying a good death. If we have led a good life, 
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dying is easier. But regardless of how we have 
lived, we can still endeavour to die a good 
death. To help in the dying process, we stress 
very much the development of the same 
quality of fearlessness. 


For many people, it’s more the fear of pain 
and the fear of separation from all their loved 
ones, more than anything else,that is fearsome. 
At the time of dying, encouragement and 
reassurance are most essential. For a start you 
need to reassure yourself. The pain indeed will 
be excruciating and will be difficult to bear, 
but we are fortunate in that advances in 
modern medicines make it possible to reduce 
the amount of physical pain a human being has 
to experience before death. Pain need not be 
such an overwhelming object of fear. 


| usually reassure a dying person, such as 
someone who is terminally ill, for example with 
cancer, that he will not needlessly be allowed 
to suffer and , that prompt treatment will be 
given to alleviate his pain. An important result 
of this is that the patient can relax and die more 
peacefully. 

The other worry is the inevitable separation 
from one’s possessions. Of course, if we’ve 
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contemplated this before, it’s a lot easier. We 
know that to come together implies separation. 
If a dying person hasn’t done this kind of 
contemplation, then you need to gently 
encourage and reassure him or her that the 
children and those left behind will be well taken 
care of. They need to be reassured that it’s all 
right, that there are friends to take care of them; 
they need to be encouraged to relax and be 
peaceful, not to worry about other things, that 
they’Il all be taken care of. 

The whole emphasis is on trying to 
encourage the dying person, to become more 
peaceful. How can one die a good death? The 
Buddhist way is to maintain an atmosphere of 
peace in the room where someone is dying. It’s 
not very conducive to have people shouting, 
screaming and crying. What does that do to 
the poor person who has this very important 
thing to do, to die? They make it very difficult 
for the dying person to die peacefully. It’s good 
if friends and relatives who are present, show 
by their presence that they care, that they love, 
that they are willing to contribute something to 
support. 

"Religious symbols are very useful and come 
in handy in such situations. If the dying person 
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is a Buddhist, then a small Buddha statue, and 
possibly the presence of Buddhist monks 
with soothing words of chanting will be very 
beneficial so as to allow the dying person to 
pass away with the greatest peace and dignity. 
It’s a wonderful thing for them to move into 
their new life inthe best possible way.” 
(Ajahn Jagaro) 


Peaceful Death 

Everyone hopes and desires to have a peaceful 
death after having fulfilled his lifetime duties 
and obligations. But how many have actually 
prepared themselves for such an eventuality? 
How many, for instance, have taken the 
trouble to fulfil their obligations to their 
families, loved ones, friends, country, religion 
and their own destiny? It will be difficult for 
them to die peacefully if they have not fulfilled 
any of these obligations. 

We must learn to overcome the fear of death 
by realising that the gods are also subjected to 
it. Those who have allowed fleeting time to pass 
away frivolously will have good cause to 
lament later on when they themselves are 
nearing the end of their lives. 
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When people see their own lives as being 
only a drop in an ever-flowing river, they will 
be moved to contribute even their little part to 
the great stream of life. The wise know that to 
live they have to work for their liberation by 
avoiding evil, doing good and purifying their 
mind. People who understand life according 
to the Teachings of the Buddha never worry 
about death. Death is no cause for sorrow, but 
it would indeed be sorrowful if one dies with- 
out having done something for oneself and for 
the world. 


| Died Today 

David Morris was a well known Western 
Buddhist scholar who died at the age of 85. 
Soon after his death the writer of this booklet 
received a letter from him (obviously he had 
written it earlier with instructions for it to be 
posted on his death.) It went like this, ‘You will 
be happy to know that | died today. There are 
two reasons for this. Firstly, you will be 
relieved to know that my suffering from the sick- 
ness has finally ended. And secondly, since | 
became a Buddhist | have faithfully observed 
the five precepts. As a result you know that my 
next life cannot be a miserable one’. Life is like 
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a dream. Death is a factual happening and 
rebirth a natural occurrence. In preparing for 
that eventuality one would either have to 
continue or to end the repeated cycle of births 
and deaths so as to be free from suffering and 
this is what human intelligence is all about. 


DEDICATION OF MERIT 


BOF PRA BFA CS HY IMIG YOKE Cass 


May the merit and virtues 
accrued from this work, 
Adorn the Buddha’s Pure Land, 
Repaying the four kinds 
of kindness above, 
and relieving the sufferings of 
those in the Three Paths below. 


May those who see and hear of this, 
All bring forth the heart of 
Understanding, 

And live the Teachings for 
the rest of this life, 

Then be born together in 
The Land of Ultimate Bliss. 
Homage to Amitabha Buddha! 
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